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ABSTRACT 
Indigenous Australians are poorly represented in the Australian Public Service 
(APS). This dissertation asks the question: Does race matter in the recruitment and 
employment of Indigenous people in the Australian Public Service? 
Race, in this thesis, is understood as being signified by blackness and whiteness in 
discursive and embodied ways. The methods used, in this thesis, to obtain data were 
semi-structured interviews, including relevant quantitative data and a review of 
literature. The theoretical framework shaping the thesis includes operationalising 
concepts such as colour-blindness, silent and everyday racism, as well as race 
cognisance. This framework was used to examine the popular notion of a race-
neutral public service and posits that race is a salient factor in understanding the 
current patterns of Indigenous employment rates in the APS. 
The findings of the thesis are that the social distance between Indigenous and white 
Australians, similarly marks social relations within the APS. White respondents, in 
this study, demonstrated little knowledge and/or experience of Indigenous people, 
due to their lack of social interaction (Atkinson, Taylor & Walter, 2010). Yet white 
executives continue to be in dominant leadership positions in APS Indigenous-
specific programs, irrespective of these limitations. White executives also assume an 
unracialised position, managing issues that nevertheless implicate race through their 
recourse to colour-blindness. 
Social distance, combined with the externalisation of race, provides the foundation of 
a systemic, racial epistemology of ignorance, where, in personal terms, white 
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Australians possess little, if any, knowledge of Indigenous peoples, their cultures, 
priorities, interests and aspirations (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007). When white 
executives perceive that race matters in program delivery, they inevitably position 
the operational responsibility for this with Indigenous staff, while maintaining 
managerial oversight. Consequently, acts of everyday racism, as reported by the 
Indigenous senior executive respondents, go largely unrecognised and unaddressed 
by their white peers (Essed, 1991). This form of silent racism operates as everyday 
racism and remains poorly understood and uninterrogated (Trepagnier, 2006). The 
everyday workplace reality for Indigenous executives, and most likely all Indigenous 
employees, means that they are subjected to the impact of this racism. 
As others have argued, Australia is a racial state predicated on white race dominance, 
which permeates Australian institutions, such as the Australian Public Service, 
through the systemic production of white race privilege (Goldberg, 2002; Elder, 
2007; Moreton-Robinson, 2000). The operations of race privilege work to ensure the 
perpetuity of asymmetrical race relations between white and Indigenous Australians 
in ways that uphold and preserve the ascendancy of white race dominance. 
Epistemological ignorance of the Indigenous other by white Australia is a significant 
by-product of these asymmetrical race relations. In concert, these factors operate to 
define and position Indigenous Australians as inherently inferior, incapable and 
deficient. The current Indigenous employee demographic in the APS reflects the 
negative impact of white race privilege, social distance and dominance. There is a 
hierarchical distance between white employees and Indigenous employees reflecting 
the social distance that characterises race relations in the wider Australian 
community. 
iv 
The persistence of asymmetrical race relations ensures that the racially dominated are 
almost always subject to various forms of top-down surveillance by the racially 
dominant. This contributes to an epistemology of ignorance about Indigenous people, 
their cultures, their issues and their interests. This racial hierarchy ensures that the 
advantages and privileges of whiteness remain occluded for their bearers and 
explanations for Indigenous disadvantage are attributed to ‘Indigeneity’. 
It is argued that it is the cumulative effect of this racial hierarchy that sustains a 
racial division of labour within the APS, contributing to the ongoing attrition of 
Indigenous staff. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 BACKGROUND 
The Australian Public Service (APS) is major employer of Australians and its 
physical terrain is, therefore, a site of significant human activity and social relations. 
Such activities and relations do not exist or occur within a social vacuum. The 
beginning of the Australian Public Service parallels the establishment of the 
Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, enabled through an act of the United Kingdom 
Parliament that included the Constitution of the Commonwealth (Public Service 
Merit and Protection Commission (PSMPC), 2001, p. 4). A year before (in 1900), the 
Constitution—“an act to constitute the Commonwealth of Australia”—was passed, 
and, in specifying the powers of the new parliament “to make laws for the ‘peace, 
order and good governance of the Commonwealth’”, the shape and nature of the 
Australian Public Service was foreshadowed (PSMPC, 2001, p. 5). 
The bill for the first Public Service Act was introduced to parliament in 1901. 
Significant discussions occurred as to what ought to be the guiding principles 
underpinning a Commonwealth public service (PSMPC, 2001, pp. 8-9). Given the 
passage of the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, which became known as the 
‘White Australia Policy’, and the establishment of the Commonwealth public service 
and recruitment criteria were heavily weighted towards white applicants. This racial 
bias was invisible in developing notions of staffing by merit according to ability, the 
avoidance of patronage, non-political interference and the classification of work 
according to specified duties, rather than by personal preference. The distinction 
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between political interference and accountability were prominent themes in these 
discussions (PSMPC, 2001, pp. 8-10). 
While both the context and circumstances differ to those in 1901, the racialisation of 
this institution continues. For Indigenous Australians, it can be argued that, since the 
inception of the APS, many of these racialised principles have had direct application 
or impact on their collective employment experience with the APS. While the APS 
claims that it “has always included Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees” 
and acknowledges that “discriminatory laws and social attitudes limited the roles and 
numbers of Indigenous APS employees in the first part of the twentieth century”, it 
has never understood its inherent racial bias (PSMPC, 2007, p. 3). It is argued in this 
thesis that the APS is a racialised institution shaped by the imperatives of this bias. It 
will be evidenced that this racial bias is reflected in the “social attitudes towards 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees” (PSMPC, 2007, p 3) and 
circumscribes employment opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. 
In 1901, Indigenous employees were classified as ‘exempt staff’, a category used in 
conjunction with ‘minor officials’ to restrict certain groups of employees from 
accessing the full provisions of the Public Service Act (PSMPC, 2007). In effect, the 
exemption denied those “whose unskilled duties meant that it was not considered 
appropriate for them ‘to enjoy the same security of tenure or receive the same rate of 
remuneration’ as permanent officers” (PSMPC, 2007, p. 4). As a consequence of this 
definition, Indigenous staff were assigned the same status as “female office cleaners, 
charwomen, line repairers, horse drivers and cooks” ( PSMPC, 2007, p. 4). Given 
that membership of ‘exempt staff’ and ‘minor officials’ categorised Indigenous 
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people, it would not be unreasonable to assume that the higher status category of 
‘permanent’ staff was likely to be reserved for the white middle class. 
1.1.1 The Significance of Researching Race: Asking the Question 
One of the first articles read for the literature review research was by Joan Eveline. 
In 1994, Eveline published a persuasive and influential article where, in drawing 
attention to the “customary need to justify equal opportunity policies through a 
discourse of ‘women’s disadvantage’”, she asked why there was no similar demand 
to justify “men’s advantage” (my italics) (p. 129). She maintained that the 
continuing discourse of women’s disadvantage “reinforces an assumption that 
processes advantaging men are immutable, indeed normative” (Eveline, 1994, 
p. 129). 
Until the 1990s, it was difficult to locate any parallel analytical work on racial 
advantage; that is, if people of colour and women are disadvantaged, who is 
advantaged and why, and how does this occur? Are there other unique ways in which 
we can understand and respond to social advantage structured by race? 
Race and gender are socially constructed (Frankenberg, 1993; Moreton-Robinson, 
2000; Roediger, 1999) and, as such, they can be deconstructed and redefined to 
provide us with new insights to understand how white male advantage operates. The 
analytical emphasis on the phenomena of racial disadvantage works to obscure the 
dynamics of racial advantage, so that operations of race and gender dominance that 
produce and sustain social inequalities are kept intact. Yet, Moreton-Robinson 
(2000) has shown how white women can maintain a proximity to patriarchal 
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whiteness in order to access race privileges, despite their oppression on the basis of 
gender. This work led to the hypothesis that a similar analysis applied to issues of 
race in the Australian context may have considerable value in understanding how 
whiteness operates discursively to achieve the same effects in race relations as the 
male norm does in gender. 
1.2 THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
This thesis examines whether race matters in the Australian Public Service as a 
contributing factor towards the persistent trend of high Indigenous employee attrition 
rates. An Indigenous research methodology, consisting of the author’s standpoint as a 
Kungarany man, the theoretical framework and methods, is operationalised. These 
methods included semi-structured interviews and discourse analysis. A theoretical 
framework developed from critical race and whiteness studies frames the analysis. 
The examination employs Essed’s (1991) concept of ‘everyday racism’ that entails 
the routine racialised acts of the everyday, Trepagnier’s (2006) notion of ‘silent 
racism’, which involves the negative imagery, stereotypes and assumptions of a 
racial repertoire, and Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) colour-blind racism, which operates 
ideologically to de-racialise. 
Operationalising this framework, it is analysed how white racial bias systemically 
positions white people as racially dominant, structuring hierarchical power relations 
between white and Indigenous employees of the Australian Public Service. As a 
consequence, Indigeneity, as a set of cultures, worldviews and constitutive identities, 
becomes normalised as inferior and deficient. These unequal relations centre on 
whiteness as the invisible norm and the racial lens by which all racial and other 
 5
realities are understood. Whiteness produces ideologies that both deny and define 
race through the production of a colour-blind logic that discursively removes race as 
a factor in any decision-making (Bonilla-Silva, 2010; Flagg, 1998). 
Recent theoretical developments in the study of racism have sought to explain its 
systemic effects, as they are performed at both the level of the subconscious and in 
everyday routine acts (Essed, 1991; Trepagnier, 2006). As will be demonstrated in 
this dissertation, the white performative dimensions of everyday racism are invisible 
to its practitioners and they are often enacted with the best of intentions. Indigenous 
people experience such acts on a daily basis in settings where they interact and 
engage with white Australians. This requires them to develop a heightened sense of 
race consciousness and to be vigilant in contexts of racial engagement. 
Understandably, Indigenous Australians have developed a repertoire of tactics and 
strategies to manage this reality. 
In order to understand the occlusion of race, unpacking the occupational realities of 
Indigenous and white senior executives required the use of a method that could 
disinter and unmask the ways in which the race is hidden in everyday usage. This 
thesis used critical discourse analysis (CDA) as a method of research. Discourse is 
the “constellation of words and images that legitimate and produce a given reality”, 
and discourse analysis involves a “deconstructive or interpretive reading of a 
problem or text … [and is] a systematic method of examining assumptions” (Iverson, 
2005, pp. 11-12). CDA, then, provides a way of exposing and confronting how 
power is reproduced and perpetuated through knowledge (Johnson, 2005, p. 301). As 
such, CDA is “committed to issues of social change and has an emancipatory or 
transformative intent” (Iverson, 2005, pp. 11-12). 
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1.3 INDIGENOUS PARTICIPATION IN THE APS CONTEXT 
The author’s observation, as a senior executive officer, was that employment 
participation rates by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the APS were 
declining between 1999 and 2009. This trend had been noted by the Australian 
Public Service Commissioner (APSC) in a report that highlighted the representation 
of Indigenous people in the APS “has fallen steadily, from a high of 2.7% in 1998 
and 1999, after increasing for some years before that” (APSC, 2005, p. 197). The 
explanation given by the government for the decline in Indigenous APS employment 
was attributed to the national labour force participation rate for Indigenous 
Australians, where unemployment rates were significantly higher than for white 
Australians (Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision 
(SCRGSPR), 2005, figure 3.5.4; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 
Commissioner, 2003, p. 212). In essence, declining Indigenous APS employment 
trends were explained in terms of declining national labour market rates. 
Hunter and Taylor (2001) contended that poor labour participation rates resulted in 
lost output through inactivity, foregone tax revenue and higher income support. The 
impact of poor labour participation rates on Indigenous Australians, and the 
Australian economy more generally, have been reported by Altman and Hunter (in 
SCRGSPR, 2005, p. 3.30). Altman and Hunter (in SCRGSPR, 2005) argued that 
poor labour participation rates were linked to higher poverty and extensive social 
costs, such as those associated with family dysfunction, levels of morbidity and 
alcohol misuse (p. 3.30). 
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Such analyses provide important information about how poverty is measured by 
indices, such as poor health, education and employment, and are one way to 
understand the poor quality of life. However, such indices also produce a 
comprehensive statistical overview of Indigenous social, economic and political 
disadvantage. Increasing rates of Indigenous unemployment, therefore, are 
understood to be the cause and effect of poor health and education outcomes and vice 
versa. These broad-based indices, which construct our understandings of Indigenous 
disadvantage, also serve to mask the specific factors that can contribute in different 
specific contexts. These macro indices provide generalisations, but do not assist us to 
understand other prevailing factors that contribute to a declining Indigenous labour 
force in the APS (Rose and Miller, 1992). Lastly, these analyses implicate race as an 
object of inquiry, but only as it extends to Indigenous socio-economic realities. 
Whiteness, as a race consideration, is omitted and excluded from the research effort. 
It is always the ‘other’ that is racialised, not the racialiser. 
1.4 A RACIALISED BUREAUCRACY 
Various explanations have been given about the low APS participation rates of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, such as the reduction in the entry-level 
opportunities at the APS 1-2 levels and significant increases in rates of separation, 
that is, the rate of loss of employment through voluntary means or otherwise (APSC, 
2003, p. 124; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner 
Report, 2004, p. 125). In 2006, the Australian Public Service Commissioner, in 
noting the continuing decline of Indigenous employees in the Australian Public 
Service, reported that the two most difficult challenges facing Commonwealth 
government agencies with respect to Indigenous employment were, firstly, the 
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recruitment of “Indigenous Australians with the required skills”, and secondly, “the 
recruitment of Indigenous graduates” (APSC, 2006, p. 11). The Commissioner also 
expressed concern with “the number of Commonwealth agencies [that indicated] … 
challenges relating to the employment of Indigenous employees [were] not 
applicable to them” (APSC, 2006, p. 11). 
The Commissioner’s (2006) report suggests that a racialised bureaucracy acts—if, at 
least, inadvertently—to actively perpetuate the exclusion of prospective Indigenous 
employees. Whiteness materialises as a dominating and pervasive form of racialised 
power that objectifies and subjectifies Indigenous employees in ways to circumvent 
and preclude their meaningful participation in the APS workforce. Using the above 
examples, this occurs in two ways. Firstly, the notion of what is considered to be 
‘required’ skills is, in itself, subject to racial definition. The design of APS jobs and 
their specifications are fashioned according to white imperatives, or at least 
reflecting the dominant imperatives about what ought to be done. White imperatives 
specify the attributes of the ideal person, as well as the duties and responsibilities of 
the position. Therefore, both job design and position description systemically 
privilege white people and their interests, which presents as a formidable barrier to 
prospective Indigenous employees, who are likely to lack experience in white work 
environments and accompanying styles and/or preferences for employee conduct. 
In the second instance, a high number of agencies have expressed the view that 
Indigenous employment is not a pressing or relevant issue (APSC 2005-2011). This 
raises two colour-blindness issues. The first is that it appears that the nature of each 
agency’s core business is both imagined and understood as having relevance only to 
the national policy domain, which is perceived to be unracialised and commonly 
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referred to as the ‘mainstream’ (APSC 2005-2011). Indigenous issues are most likely 
subsumed within those of the mainstream, therefore avoiding the necessity for any 
policy specificity or responsiveness generated by the priorities of Indigenous socio-
economic realities. Secondly, as a consequence, Indigeneity, as a required employee 
attribute, would have little bureaucratic utility within a mainstream agency’s 
workforce modelling, hence the agency’s conclusion that APS Indigenous 
employment imperatives were not applicable to their agency. 
A number of strategies have been developed and implemented by government to 
address the decline of Indigenous employment in the APS. These have focussed 
more broadly on recruitment and retention, and included the uptake of strategies such 
as special measure provisions, which refer to specific programs designed to recruit 
Indigenous employees, including Indigenous employment strategies and the creation 
of identified positions (APSC, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006). Despite these strategic 
interventions, the Public Service Commissioner acknowledged that “most agencies 
had experienced relatively high separation rates and a fall in total Indigenous 
proportional representation in recent years” (APSC, 2006, p. 98), but gave little 
explanation for the poor retention rates. 
The problem that this research addresses is how race contributes to the continuing 
decline of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the APS. In particular, this 
thesis will generate and examine alternative explanations for this decline. It is clear 
that governments have sought better understandings of this trend in their subsequent 
programmatic responses and through strategies such as special measure provisions 
and other initiatives. However, they have not been successful in effecting any 
significant change to reverse these rates. Of significance is that this decline occurs 
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within a broader context of a high national macro-economic performance. According 
to the then Secretary to the Treasury, Australia has experienced the longest period of 
low inflation growth in its economic history and GDP per person has grown faster 
than the OECD, so that the standard of living in Australia surpassed all G7 countries 
except the United States (Henry, 2006, p. 2). Additionally, an examination of current 
mainstream labour force trends shows that national employment continues to rise, 
while rates of unemployment are in decline (ABS, Principal Labour Force Trend 
Estimates, January 2007). These trends beg the question: Why have Indigenous 
labour force participation rates declined within the APS at a time of economic 
prosperity? 
The Australian Public Service, as a major institution of society, is an important site 
for the transmission, expression and affirmation of cultural and societal values. It is 
both a bureaucratic hierarchy and a public sector employer of significance. 
Fundamentally, the APS is responsible for administering, managing and 
implementing public policy, programs and services formulated by the elected arm of 
the Commonwealth government. It also a site where significant human activity 
occurs and considerable human discretion is exercised by senior executives in the 
course of everyday decision-making where it relates specifically to social policy. 
APS workforce demographics show that its workforce is dominated by white 
Australians and this is particularly so in Indigenous affairs. Yet, little is known of the 
attributes and characteristics of this workforce, other than that white employees form 
the majority. If research is to produce knowledge that contributes to better 
understanding of Indigenous disadvantage, to improve the provision of goods and 
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services to Indigenous communities, then the underemployment of Aboriginal people 
within the APS must become part of this research terrain. 
Chapter 1 provides an analysis of the current Indigenous employment literature. The 
analysis shows that issues of race and whiteness have been largely absent in research 
undertaken to explain the volatility of Indigenous employment trends and patterns. 
This has the effect of shaping and directing explanations in ways that do not 
explicate issues of whiteness and race. The inattention to operationalising race, as a 
category of analysis, provides the impetus for asking the research question that 
guides this dissertation: Does race matter? 
Chapter 2 outlines the Indigenous methodological framework, which consists of the 
author’s standpoint, both theoretical and worldview, the research design, and how it 
was conducted. Within this framework, the author defines his critical standpoint as a 
Kungarany male researcher. The research methods applied to this research—critical 
discourse analysis and semi structured interviews—is explained and defined. 
Chapter 3 examines key policy documents about Indigenous employment in the 
Australian Pubic Service illustrating how racism was identified as a contributing 
factor to the low employment rates in the 1970s and 1980s. However, by the 1990s 
and subsequent decades, racism disappears and race is marked by the word 
‘indigenous’ within later reports. The chapter argues that the APS denies the 
existence of racism and, instead, seeks remedy to unemployment by instituting a 
series of colour-blind, benevolent, white programs of special measures designed to 
address a perceived Indigenous deficit. 
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Chapter 4 demonstrates how the ideology of colour-blindness is systemically 
embedded within the APS through the intellectual, social, psychological and 
cognitive frameworks of white senior executives. Accordingly, white senior 
executives cannot see how their own race privilege systematically advantages them 
within the organisation, nor are they aware of how asymmetrical power relations 
racially defined produce negative outcomes and disadvantage for Indigenous peers, 
colleagues and subordinate staff. An important effect of this ignorance is that 
everyday racism is unrecognised and poorly understood. This results in white 
passivity and an exercise of benign tolerance that perpetuates racial inequalities in 
which white senior executives are not racially implicated. Race matters only to the 
extent that notions of Indigenous cultural inferiority was emphasised to explain the 
apparent employee capability deficiency. 
Chapter 5 demonstrates how race matters as an occupational hazard in the everyday 
work experiences of the Indigenous senior executives. The Indigenous respondents 
were acutely aware of the ways in which white racial bias functioned hierarchically 
to include or exclude their participation within the organisation. They were racially 
embodied in ways in which their white colleagues were not and their embodiment 
always signified deficit and inferiority. Working within a colour-blind, but white 
racially biased, institution resulted in what Bonilla-Silva (2010) describes as 
experiencing racism that is declared not to exist. 
In Chapter 6, the thesis concludes that race does matter in the APS, as it does in any 
other Australian societal institution. It is demonstrated that whiteness and race are 
integrally tied in the production of colour-blindness and the denial of racisms in the 
everyday scenario. This disavowal of racism apportions the blame for low 
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Indigenous employment rates to Indigenous people, because they are perceived as 
not being capable of transcending Indigeneity to embody white professional 
attributes, such as probity, detachment and objectivity, as does the consummate 
public servant. 
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CHAPTER 2: ABORIGINAL PARTICIPATION IN THE 
LABOUR MARKET: MAPPING THE TERRAIN 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
The overall socio-economic and health status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples is extremely poor when compared to that of non-Aboriginal Australians. 
Data accessed in 2013 from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
about the health and welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples clearly demonstrates the extent to which the level of ill health and social 
disadvantage generally impacts disproportionately on Indigenous Australians (2013, 
p. 1). 
The AIHW noted that many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people had poor 
access to public utilities and lived in dwellings with structural problems. The data 
shows that, in 2008, less than two thirds of working aged Indigenous Australians 
were in the labour force, while, in the same year, Indigenous households were nearly 
three times as likely to be in the lowest income bracket (2013, p. 1). This is highly 
significant when the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population makes up just 
2% of the total Australian population. In 2008-09, it was further reported that 
Indigenous children were over-represented in child protection systems across most of 
Australia, at a rate of eight times that of other children, that one third of Indigenous 
adults reported high to very high levels of psychological distress and more than one 
quarter of Indigenous adults reported they had recently experienced discrimination 
(AIHW, 2013, p. 2). 
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With reference to health status specifically, it was reported that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people were about twice as likely to be hospitalised as people 
in the general community for cardiovascular disease, for respiratory diseases 
(especially children) and mental health. Injury and poisoning were the main causes of 
hospitalisation, with the incidence rate for end-stage renal disease doubling in the 
period 1991 to 2008. Further, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were more 
likely to die at younger ages than other Australians. The estimated life expectancy 
for both Indigenous males and females was approximately 11 years lower than for 
other Australians. Indigenous Australians are also likely to die earlier than their 
white counterparts: approximately two thirds of Indigenous deaths occurred before 
the age of 65 years, compared to one fifth for white Australians (AIHW, 2013, p. 3). 
These statistics graphically portray the enormity of the poverty and the challenge 
confronting public administrators in Australia, particularly where portfolio 
responsibilities require the provision of programs and/or services to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities. As a consequence, the search for meaning and 
explanation through academic and commissioned research avenues, generated by 
Commonwealth, state and community sector organisations, either unilaterally or in 
collusion, has seen a massive deployment of human and financial resources to 
identify, map and scope the nature of the issue(s). 
Both the magnitude and complexity of the Indigenous disadvantage phenomena has 
seen a broad range of theories emerge from the research effort that attempts to 
explain the ‘what, why, where, who and how questions’ as the means to frame the 
plethora of comprehensive analyses. Such analyses have emerged from various 
domains, ranging from the scientific to the psychological and from political to social. 
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Such is the complexity of the phenomena that current thinking provides for the 
intersection of multiple knowledge or an interdisciplinary approach, when 
explanations and solutions are to be derived from a range of theories and 
perspectives. 
The research quest to explain the complex social phenomena of Indigenous 
disadvantage, however, has not been as comprehensive as the literature would 
suggest. The way in which race impacts on the public administration of Aboriginal 
affairs has not been interrogated as part of the efforts to understand and explain the 
complexities of Indigenous disadvantage, particularly their engagement in the labour 
market. In particular, the study of organisational theory, as it relates to institutions 
such as the Australian Public Service and its administration of Indigenous Affairs, is 
non-existent. Why and how has this critical omission from the research effort 
become so? 
2.2 ISSUES OF RACE AND THE REVIEW OF LITERATURE ABOUT 
INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT 
The relationships between the poor labour participation rates of Indigenous 
Australians and the Australian economy were stated in the previous chapter (Altman 
and Hunter, in SCRGSPR, 2005; Hunter and Taylor, 2001). Such analyses provide 
important explanations as to how indices, such health, education and employment, 
are thought to interconnect so as to produce comprehensive social, economic and 
political disadvantage for Indigenous people. Increasing rates of Indigenous 
unemployment, therefore, are understood to be the cause and effect of poor health 
and education outcomes and vice versa. Yet, the same analyses could also be 
characterised by what Rose and Miller (1992, p. 177) describe as that of ‘historical 
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realist sociology’ with its emphasis on explanation and causation, which becomes 
circuitous. The same analyses also focus on the macro level of Indigenous 
employment, so that detailed work on specific sectors of activity, such as the 
declining Indigenous labour force participation in the APS, remains un-interrogated. 
Lastly, these analyses focus on race as an object of inquiry, but only in relation to the 
complexity and variability of Indigenous socio-economic realities as sites of racial 
disadvantage. Whiteness is omitted and excluded from the research effort. 
At the micro level of self-employment, Hunter (1999, p. v) found that Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people had minimal engagement. His analysis, based on the 
premise that self-employment could lead to economic advancement, found that it had 
a minimal role in promoting economic independence among the Australian 
Indigenous population. Low levels of education among potential Indigenous 
entrepreneurs were attributed to being a significant explanatory factor for the low 
uptake of the self-employment option. Specific reference was made to the need to 
increase the business qualifications of the Indigenous self-employed, so that “they 
can assess and manage the manifold risks in an increasingly globalised market” 
(Hunter, 1991, p. vii). This, together with the ability of self-employed Indigenous 
Australians to utilise available capital, would “yield dividends” (Hunter, 1999, 
p. vii). 
While Hunter’s (1999) analysis provides new insights into a key area of economic 
activity characterised by low Indigenous participation rates, he did not specifically 
discuss employment in the Australian Public Service. His article also fails to 
operationalise race or whiteness in its analytical frame. Consequently, the 
educational deficits of Indigenous entrepreneurs are presented as the primary cause 
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of poor outcomes. That Indigenous entrepreneurship is low and is characterised by 
poor education levels is left unproblematised by race, so that alternative 
explanations, that might implicate transparency and white supremacy, are not 
considered. For example, Hunter (1999) does not treat politico-economic structures 
and their operations as racialised. That entrepreneurship and its particular 
expressions constitute indicators of effective participation constructed and valued by 
white people is not problematised and is, therefore, left uninterrogated. 
Gray and Hunter (1999) studied the probability of employment and participation in 
the national labour force for Indigenous and white populations. Their secondary 
analysis explored the impact of increased educational attainment on both groups. The 
study found that factors contributing to the probability of employment and 
participating in the labour force differed between the two groups (p. iv). The 
presumption that increased education levels enhanced positive Indigenous labour 
market outcomes was not proven in the analysis of the data (p. iv). They concluded 
that Indigenous migration to urban job markets and increasing post-secondary 
educational attainment for Indigenous Australians would not resolve the Indigenous 
labour market disadvantage (p. v). Rather, unobserved differences such schooling 
quality, assimilation, discrimination and other attitudes were suggested to be as 
important as the number of jobs available (p. v). 
Gray and Hunter’s (1999) study is particularly useful in understanding differential 
outcomes for Indigenous and white jobseekers, but it was not extended specifically to 
employment in the Australian Public Service. Similar to Hunter (1991), race is not 
part of their analytical frame. While their analysis identifies factors such as 
assimilation and discrimination that imply the operation of race, these factors are not 
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discussed in detail. It is, therefore, unclear how such attitudes manifest, as well as 
their impacts or effects. Assimilation and discrimination are not positioned as key 
determinants in the analysis, which is indicative of the minimal weight assigned to 
them as causal factors by the researchers. Race is not, therefore, positioned as an 
important variable and is effectively excluded from the central part of the analysis. 
In a study conducted about the aspirations of young Torres Strait Islanders, with 
respect to notions of career and orientation to work, it was found that these 
aspirations were influenced by factors such as educational levels, the norms of their 
society, interests outside the formal labour market and the shape of the local labour 
market (Arthur, 1999, p. 21). In effect, remote regions have particular characteristics 
that impact on government mainstream employment policies in particular ways 
(Arthur, 1999, p. 21). Few opportunities for expanding or diversifying the local 
economy were reported and it was suggested that this restricts career options and 
employment aspirations (Arthur, 1999, p. 22). The study also observed that Torres 
Strait Islanders were under-represented in the region’s managerial and professional 
positions, most of which were located in government, and these positions were 
mostly filled by white people (Arthur, 1999, p. 22). Arthur’s (1999) study was unable 
to identify how Torres Strait Islanders conceptualise Western notions of work and 
career aspirations from a Torres Strait Islander cultural framework (p. 3). 
Arthur’s (1999) analysis of Indigenous employment aspirations in the Torres Strait 
region identified systemic and structural impediments to realising employment parity 
for Torres Strait Islander youth with that of mainstream youth jobseekers. The article 
did not specifically contextualise employment within the APS, nor are race and/or 
whiteness considered in the article’s analysis. As a consequence, the exclusive focus 
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on Torres Strait Islander orientations fails to consider how the administration of state 
and Commonwealth government employment programs, as a site of asymmetrical 
race relations, might influence Torres Strait Islander aspirations. By inference, 
explanations about poor labour force participation in the Torres Strait infers cultural 
deficit and, therefore, rationalisations are located in social and cultural factors of the 
Torres Strait Islander population. The inclusion of race and whiteness in the analysis 
may have provided consideration as to how government employment programs, as 
sites of white dominance, are delivered and structured, with an examination of their 
attendant underlying racialised assumptions and beliefs. Such an analysis may have 
led to locating the issues of Torres Strait Islander aspirations within a broader terrain 
of colour-blindness ideology and the operations of everyday racism. 
Taking a different area of research focus, Hunter and Hawke (2000) examined the 
impact of the 1996 Workplace Relations Act on the industrial relations environment 
in firms that employed Indigenous Australians. They found that workplaces with 
Indigenous employees were more likely to use industrial relations practices and 
procedures that facilitated greater diversity within the firms (p. 22). A further finding 
was that many workplaces with Indigenous employees appeared to have chosen low 
wage strategies for cost minimisation (p. 22). Hunter and Hawke (2000) concluded 
that the above findings had implications for the capacity of Indigenous employees to 
compete with white workers for a limited supply of higher wage jobs, and 
recommended increasing the skill levels of Indigenous employees to enable 
competition for higher wage jobs (p. 22). 
Hunter and Hawke’s (2000) study showed differential outcomes for Indigenous and 
white employees as a consequence of the 1996 Workplace Relations Act. The sample 
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included, but was not limited to, Commonwealth government workplaces that were 
de-identified and aggregated. Race and/or whiteness were not included as analytical 
fields. As a consequence, the impact of the low wage strategies under the Workplace 
Relations Act is neither considered nor explained as a potential indicator of 
institutionalised racism. Predictably, the skill deficits of Indigenous employees are 
positioned as the main problem, and efforts to address these deficits are 
simultaneously promoted as the panacea to address the differential outcomes, rather 
than any suggestions to critique the extent to which racialised legislative or 
administrative regimes produce the reported outcomes. 
In considering the social costs of unemployment for Indigenous Australians, Hunter 
(2000) found that the Indigenous, long-term unemployed fared much worse than 
non-Community Development Employment Program scheme workers in terms of 
social exclusion, lower levels of social capital and civic engagement, substance 
misuse, as well as educational aspirations (p. v-vi). The experience of 
unemployment, not only affected the welfare of the individuals, but also extended to 
other household members (p. vi). Attachment to culture remained unimpaired, so that 
the failure to secure employment did not necessarily impair participation in the 
Indigenous community (p. vi). Hunter (2000) proposed that the social costs of 
unemployment were likely to be underestimated, given the senses of both resignation 
and fatalism experienced by the Indigenous unemployed about their circumstances. 
These two factors were likely to present impediments to the efficacy of any policy 
proposal to address the issues (p. vi). Historical factors, such as dispossession, were 
found to combine with inter-generational transmission of social pathologies to affect 
an Indigenous individual’s employment status (p. vi). Hunter (2000) concluded that 
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the “economist’s usual tool kit” would not suffice to break the “vicious circle of 
welfare dependency and unemployment” (p. vi). Rather, innovative strategies were 
required to include “Indigenous people in the social and economic processes of 
Australian society” (p. vi). 
Hunter’s (2000) analysis was useful in establishing that orthodox economic 
responses to Indigenous unemployment were inadequate and insufficient, given the 
continuity, complexity and quantum of Indigenous disadvantages. While historical 
dispossession and inter-generational transmission of social pathologies are 
acknowledged as major determinants, Hunter (2000) does not explicitly link them so 
that inter-generational social pathology is the derivative of historic dispossession and 
colonialism. As a consequence, the perpetuation of Indigenous socio-economic 
malaise and its impacts on the Indigenous unemployed is not attributed, for example, 
to ongoing colonialism through systemic institutionalised racism in contemporary 
societal relations, as it might have been if race and whiteness were included as 
critical factors in the analytical framework. The effects of white race dominance are, 
therefore, excluded from any consideration when explaining the perpetuating social 
costs of chronic Indigenous unemployment. 
Taylor (1999) undertook a cross-sectional analysis of census data and asked whether 
the relative economic status of Indigenous people in the Australian Capital Territory 
had improved for the period 1991 to 1996. He found that there had been no 
improvement due to population growth exceeding that of employment (p. vii). The 
downsizing of public sector opportunities, together with the fiscal tightening in both 
the community and mainstream public sectors—both significant employment niches 
for Indigenous people, as well as privatisation of government employment services, 
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in which there were no specialist Indigenous services, constituted explanations for 
this trend (p. 19). Taylor (1999) proposed that the policy priority was the need to 
reverse the trend of worsening labour force status through the development of 
regionally-focussed employment strategies that both generate and sustain 
employment opportunities for Indigenous jobseekers (p. 22). 
Taylor’s (1999) article identified a range of contributing factors for the lack of 
improvement in the Indigenous employment status for the stated period. The public 
sector is acknowledged as an Indigenous employment niche and its downsizing 
forms part of the explanatory rationale for this lack of progress. Taylor (1999) does 
not interrogate the continuity of poor Indigenous economic status through any 
considerations of race or whiteness, so that politico-economic decisions by 
governments to downsize public sector workforces are taken with little or no regard 
to the impacts on racially-dominated groups such as Indigenous Australians. 
Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor (2003) assessed the net change in employment outcomes 
for Indigenous Australians for the period of the first two Howard government 
administrations. Their analysis revealed no improvement in the overall position of 
Indigenous people in the labour market since 1996 (p. 20). The outlook pointed to a 
lowering of employment rates and rising unemployment, while the Indigenous 
working age population grew (p. 20). Their calculation of the current fiscal cost of 
failure to eradicate the Indigenous unemployment disparity was estimated to be about 
0.5% of Australian gross domestic product (GDP) (p. 20). Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor 
(2003) concluded that this cost would continue to increase, as would the current 
deterioration of Indigenous people’s overall situation. Their forecast of the latter 
trend was predicated on the difficulties of economic catch-up in a rapidly changing 
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skills-based and competitive labour market. Structural factors impeding Indigenous 
participation, such as locational disadvantage, poor human capital endowments and 
social exclusion, were observed to be still highly influential. 
A further conclusion was the need for “greater access to outward looking networks” 
(Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor, 2003, p. 20) as a means for Indigenous Australians to be 
better informed about, and better engaged with mainstream employment 
opportunities. In their opinion, while Indigenous people are “rich in social capital” 
(Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor.,(2003, p. 20), this also “reflect[s] an excessive reliance 
on inward looking networks” (Hunter et al., 2003, p. 20). In acknowledging the 
vitality of Indigenous employment in both the public and community sectors, the 
study flagged the point-in-time success of the government’s Indigenous employment 
strategy by highlighting the growth of Indigenous labour force participation in the 
private sector (Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor, 2003, p. 21). The development of flexible 
policy interventions was advocated as a basis to work through and address poor 
participation (Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor, 2003, p. 21). 
Hunter, Kinfu and Taylor (2003) provided a useful assessment of Indigenous 
employment outcomes during the Howard administration. Their analyses of 
Indigenous labour force data concluded that the imperative for governments to 
develop effective policy-programmatic responses to reverse the perpetuity of 
downward Indigenous employment trends remained pertinent. However, while 
Indigenous employment in the APS is mentioned as significant, it is not subjected to 
any detailed analysis. Race and whiteness, as potential theoretical frames for the 
analyses of the data, were not included as variables and, therefore, did not inform, 
influence or guide the analysis. This appears to have had two effects: Firstly, the 
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findings imply a preference to situate causal explanations within a discourse of 
Indigenous deficit, so that ‘inward looking’ tendencies of Indigenous people are 
required to be converted to ‘outward looking’ qualities to partially address poor 
Indigenous labour force participation. Secondly, positioning the required attributes as 
central to improving Indigenous employment outcomes may be understood as 
racialised, so as to reflect white definitions of preferred effective employability 
behaviours. As a consequence, the analysis can be regarded as being racially skewed 
to the extent that Indigenous deficits are inadvertently treated as normative and are 
rooted in white notions of Indigenous cultural inferiority. 
Hunter (2003) also considers the role of discrimination and the exclusion of 
Indigenous people from the labour market. As previous empirical studies of this issue 
emphasised measurable factors of disadvantage, such as education, this emphasis 
involved “an implicit bias against factors that are difficult to measure, such as 
discrimination and culture” (p. ii). He also stated that bias towards ‘measurable 
factors’ fosters the belief that “education and other socio-economic outcomes are 
more important than discrimination and history” (Hunter, 2003, p. ii). 
Discrimination, Hunter (2003) asserted, is more likely to be “indirect and 
unintentional resulting from seemingly neutral rules and regulations that exclude 
Indigenous people from the labour market” (p. 3). Consequently, the imperative to 
quantify Indigenous disadvantage led to a potential bias against finding racial 
discrimination (2003, p. 3). Compared to similar international studies, Hunter (2003) 
believed that Australian researchers have been “confined to conventional methods 
which indirectly describe the scope for potential discrimination” (p. 4). As a 
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consequence, empirical studies, to date, have contributed to a focus on ‘practical’ 
solutions and the subsequent delimitation of a rights-based agenda (p. 4). 
Hunter’s (2003) article is commendable in that it makes explicit the inherent bias in 
research towards measurable factors that inhibit and restrict findings to apparently 
neutral, non-racialised, explanatory factors. He correctly observed that, as a 
consequence, discrimination and history are excluded as explanatory factors because 
of their perceived difficulty to be measured in quantitative terms. While Hunter 
(2003) drew attention to this omission, he did not render it problematic from a 
race/whiteness perspective, so that that the persistence of bias could be attributed to 
white transparency and its capacity to produce racially disparaging effects for those 
regarded as ‘other’. In this sense, adequate research measures have not been 
developed for race discrimination factors, which are left unexamined and 
uncomplicated. 
Hunter and Gray (2004) in their examination of patterns of Indigenous job search 
activity found that white Australians were more likely to use proactive search 
methods, while Indigenous people relied disproportionately on friends and relatives 
as a source of information about jobs (p. 26). Indigenous social networks tended to 
have fewer employed members and were, therefore, less likely to result in 
employment for the Indigenous unemployed than for white job-seekers (p. 27). Work 
that “helps Indigenous people” was identified as being a key determinant in 
Indigenous people’s work choices (p. 25). These attitudes were identified in 
Indigenous responses to work preferences, with the majority of Indigenous people 
selecting Aboriginal organisations over those about government and private 
companies (p. 26). Labour market discrimination and the extent to which Indigenous 
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job-seekers are “job ready, employable and are prepared to live in regions where 
there are mainstream employment opportunities” (Hunter Gray, 2004, p. 29) were 
noted as other factors underlying the effectiveness of Indigenous job search. Further 
study in this area was recommended because of its potential to provide insights into 
the “potential, but hitherto hidden” (Hunter & Gray, 2004, pp. 29-30 mechanisms of 
racial discrimination. 
Gray and Hunter (2005) examined the job search behaviour of Indigenous job-
seekers in order to identify the characteristics of successful job search behaviours. A 
major finding was that, despite the introduction of a job search diary to achieve 
increased job search intensity, the increase in intensity did not result in increased 
employment rates (p. 20). Additionally, job search methods were not generally 
related to the probability of finding and retaining employment, when a range of other 
personal and regional factors were taken into account (p. 20). Search intensity was 
found to be unrelated to the probability of job retention (p. 20). A range of socio-
economic factors was thought to account for the majority of labour market success 
among unemployed Indigenous job-seekers (p. 20). Other factors accounting for the 
majority of labour market success among unemployed Indigenous job-seekers 
include “educational attainment, health status, region of residence and having been 
arrested” (Gray and Hunter, 2005, p. 9). Increasing the level of demand for 
Indigenous labour, coupled with sound macro-economic policies, were cited as being 
potentially more effective instruments for improving Indigenous employment 
outcomes (Gray and Hunter, 2005, p. 20). 
Hunter and Gray (1999), in acknowledging that Indigenous people were far more 
likely to be discouraged from looking for work than other Australians, investigated 
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what discourages ‘discouraged Indigenous workers’, defined as “persons who want a 
job but are not looking for work” (p. 1). While affirming government labour market 
policies, which emphasise education and labour market programs, and the 
importance of labour, supply factors and the interaction of the supply-and-demand 
side of the labour market, the study highlighted the need to take account of cultural 
and social factors (p. 19). Conventional economic models of labour supply were 
considered to only allow “a limited role for social environmental factors” (p. v). 
While cultural factors were found to be important in determining Indigenous labour 
supply, factors such as “age, educational attainment and family” (p. v) were found to 
be more important. 
Hunter and Gray (1999, 2004, 2006) and Gray and Hunter (2005) in each of the 
preceding analyses highlighted the relative differences between active Indigenous 
and white job-seekers. In not considering race or whiteness in their analyses, In the 
Hunter and Gray (1999, 2004, 2006), Gray and Hunter (2005) studies, the 
researchers failed to consider how the differences between the two groups could also 
be understood in other ways; as reflecting white race privilege and Indigenous 
subjection. In this instance, the methods employed by white job-seekers were given 
higher value because of their success in achieving an employment outcome with 
employers. Therefore, the success of white job-seekers is attributed to merit and 
personal industry through their capacity to adopt effective job-seeking strategies, 
concomitantly inferring that Indigenous job-seekers engage in non-effective 
strategies towards employment in areas with minimal opportunities. From Hunter 
and Gray’s limited analytical frame, this process is seemingly colour-blind—that is, 
not influenced by any racial considerations. Yet, white job-seekers are engaging with 
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a job market dominated by white employers, whose employee requirements are most 
likely to be white-specific. The researchers in any of the studies researched did not 
explore such alternative explanations and this has an overall effect of reproducing the 
ideology of colour-blindness by rendering the differences between Indigenous and 
white job-seeker outcomes as natural and unremarkable. 
Hunter and Daly (1998) examine labour market incentives among Indigenous 
Australians in terms of job loss versus the gains from employment. Calculation of 
replacement rates are seen to be “a summary measure of the incentive to work in the 
presence of the social security system” and seek to “capture the immediate gains 
from employment for potential members of the labour force (p. v). The study found 
that the replacement rate for many Indigenous Australians was “high and their 
monetary incentive to work [was] therefore low” (p. 6). The basis of choice for 
preferred employment income revealed a “prevalence of part-time, casual and 
seasonal work among Indigenous workers” which either indicated “that they are 
constrained from finding full-time work or choose to supply their labour on a part-
time basis”, although caution was needed to not overemphasise this fact, given the 
marginalised status of Indigenous workers (pp. 16-17). Higher costs in job loss were 
found for Indigenous Australians because of longer unemployment durations and 
subsequent higher probability of being unemployed (p. 17). In relation, monetary 
incentives to find work were lower for Indigenous Australians because “they have 
more to lose once they are employed because of the long spells between jobs” 
(p. 17). 
Hunter and Daly (1998) provide a constructive overview of labour market incentives 
for the Indigenous unemployed. They highlight variations in Indigenous employment 
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modes and preferences against a foreground of long-term unemployment. As 
whiteness and race are not part of their analytical frame, Hunter and Daly (1998) 
conduct their analysis from a position that maintains systemic structural factors as 
normative. That is, political economy, in this context, reflects the maintenance of 
white privilege through systemic access to employment and income, while the 
systemic exclusion of Indigenous people is overlooked. It is suggested that these 
factors are benign. 
Daly (1995) studied the determinants of income for employed Indigenous 
Australians, focussing on “the relatively affluent group of Indigenous Australians 
who were employed full-time” (p. 11). Her study found that while “Indigenous 
people in full time employment have lower incomes, on average, than white 
Australians … they are a privileged group in terms of income when compared with 
Indigenous people who are not in employment” (p. 23). She concluded that the 
evidence “did not support the hypothesis that Indigenous people working full-time 
face a high level of discrimination in the earnings they receive” (p. 24). 
Daly’s (1995) methodology in this research project was to undertake a statistical 
analysis of selected census data sets. This is significant, given that race and 
whiteness were not included in Daly’s (1995) analytical framework. Firstly, Daly 
(1995) appears to misunderstand the concept of privilege as applied to race/whiteness 
studies. This misuse may reflect Daly’s (1995) assumptions and beliefs as a white 
researcher. Daly (1995) defines Indigenous people in full time employment as being 
privileged in relation to Indigenous people who are unemployed, rather than 
representing them as evidence of successful outcomes for relevant Indigenous 
employment policies and programs. Privilege is used by Daly (1995) to describe 
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Indigenous people in full time employment in order to differentiate them from the 
unemployed Indigenous population, but is unclear why privilege is used as the 
defining marker to both describe Indigenous people in work and as a means of 
distinguishing Indigenous people from each per se. The characteristics and attributes 
of both Indigenous cohorts, as they relate to labour market success or the lack 
thereof, are omitted that so any comparative analysis of the employed versus 
unemployed groups is only informed by employment status. 
Of significance is that Daly (1995) does not identify white people in full time 
employment as being privileged in terms of socio-economic status, compared to 
Indigenous Australians. Hence, her conclusion that Indigeneity is not linked to 
discrimination in earnings is, therefore, critically flawed. The work performed by 
Indigenous people is generally afforded a lower value, as manifested in the lower 
than average earnings for Indigenous employees than those available to the white 
mainstream workforce. It can be deduced that this differential reflects the inferior 
value of Indigenous workforce capabilities as assigned by white employers. A likely 
outcome of Daly’s (1995) non-consideration of whiteness in her analysis is that 
white privilege is left unnamed and invisible. Privilege is deployed by Daly (1995) in 
the analysis, but is misused, so as to ensure that white privilege remains normative. 
By implication, it seems that full time employment for a white person is constituted 
as a ‘right’, whereas, for an Indigenous person, it is regarded as a ‘privilege’. 
Taylor and Liu (1996) considered changes in the relative occupational status of 
Indigenous workers for the period 1986 to 1991, hypothesising that such changes 
could be explained by implementation of Indigenous employment strategies during 
that time. Despite explicit policy goals aimed at raising skill levels as a means of 
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encouraging upward occupational mobility, the study found no substantive change in 
the disproportionate Indigenous reliance on low-skilled, low status jobs (p. 19). The 
finding is largely explained in terms of labour market dynamics and associated 
structural change. For example, anticipated shifts in occupational structure, resulting 
in higher skill requirements with a corresponding increase in the number of jobs at 
the higher end, with a decrease in jobs at the lower end, are cited as being significant 
due to the majority of Indigenous people employed in lower status categories. In 
relation, the lower status categories were also jobs of declining importance (p. 20). 
The researchers noted, however, that “employment outcomes from labour market 
program placements in community sector jobs tend to be more successful”, which is 
attributed “to the types of skills required for work in community organisations which 
include those used by public sector officers as well as other skills which are more 
culturally derived” (p. 21). They conclude that some employment growth may occur 
because of this, “despite their relatively low occupational standing in an increasingly 
skilled workforce” (p. 21) and that Indigenous workers are unlikely to “acquire an 
occupational profile more closely approximating that of the rest of the workforce” 
(p. 21 due to many Indigenous people whose place of residence was “in areas devoid 
of mainstream labour markets (p. 21). 
If regional areas are known to be chronically lacking in employment opportunities 
for Indigenous people who seek work, it is reasonable to consider whether the nature 
of Indigenous mobility is a contributing factor in terms of accessing other 
employment opportunities in urban environments. To this end, Gregory (2005) 
examined why Australia had failed to develop strong employment incentives in cities 
to attract unskilled Indigenous Australians to higher levels of income and mainstream 
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jobs. The discussion is initially predicated on propositions that members of poor 
remote communities, in all countries, inevitably and necessarily out-migrate to larger 
population centres to increase their income, which they remit home, in the absence of 
other opportunities available in their home communities (p. 135). 
Indigenous Australians living in remote poor communities, Gregory (2005) argues, 
have managed to increase their income by taking up government transfers without 
having the opportunity or the need to out-migrate (p. 135). Gregory (2005) 
distinguishes between the ‘Indigenous elites’—the small number of Indigenous 
Australians located in the top three deciles of the Australian male income distribution 
tables—and the unemployed, unskilled, Indigenous population (p. 138). Gregory 
(2005) is concerned more with the outlook for the latter group, particularly their 
increasing inability to access mainstream employment while policy directions for 
them have been completely ineffective (p. 136). This situation, he observed, 
remained intact despite substantial increases in government resources (p. 147 ). 
Gregory (2006) concluded that Indigenous specific policies needed to be “embedded 
in a strong macro labour market that can create for more full-time jobs” although 
“progress in job creation for the unskilled will inevitably be slow” (p. 148). 
Gregory’s (2005) analysis presents a comprehensive overview of Indigenous 
employment in terms of its pathology, determinants, demography and policy 
directions. His assessment of the Indigenous employment literature correctly 
identifies two different analytical perspectives: One in which the employment 
situation for Indigenous people is deteriorating, and the other which proposes that 
policies are appropriate, progress is being made, and thus little change is required 
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(p. 139). Additionally, his emphasis on the prospects of the Indigenous unskilled 
population in unemployment is to be supported. 
Gregory (2005), however, deploys race only to identify this latter group and, thereby, 
establish the focus of his analysis. Whiteness is not included in his considerations of 
race in this context. As a consequence, Gregory (2005) is able to construct his key 
thematics according to the premise that Indigenous employment in Australia can be 
understood similarly to rural workforce issues in other countries though his use of the 
dual concepts of in- and out-migration. His subsequent discussion is, therefore, 
predicated on assumptions that macro-economic policy development should generate 
more mainstream jobs so as to encourage Indigenous out-migration from 
rural/remote communities to urban cities, where such jobs are likely to be located. 
In not accounting for whiteness, Gregory’s (2005) analysis does not consider the 
possibility that the machinations of the Australian economy are structured and 
developed to ensure the socio-economic wellbeing of the dominant white population, 
this having, inter alia, particular spatial dimensions. That is, opportunities for income 
growth and employment generated by the economy are predictably situated in 
geographical locations predominantly occupied by white populations. Gregory 
(2005) does not complicate or problematise this and, in not doing so, he accepts the 
politico-economic terrain in which Indigenous unemployment is located as being 
natural. Gregory’s (2005) argument is, therefore, that the unskilled Indigenous must 
out migrate to white population centres, where the jobs will be created. 
A second implication of Gregory’s (2005) failure to consider whiteness is his 
identification of Indigenous elite. This categorisation may imply that there is a need 
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to distinguish between Indigenous groups; perhaps to ensure that scarce resources are 
targeted to those most in need, in this case, the unskilled. Seemingly, this would 
justify the distinction, although this is not made explicit. However, it does not 
necessarily follow that the elite are, by implication, no longer members of a racial 
minority and, therefore, are not, for example, subjected to similar forms of racism 
and discrimination experienced by the unskilled. The purpose of the distinction 
remains unclear. What is evident, however, is that the white elite are rendered 
invisible in Gregory’s (2005) account. The superior socio-economic status of white 
people is not mentioned for comparative purposes in the analysis. Whiteness is, 
therefore, invisible, natural and normal in Gregory’s (2005) analysis. 
Botsman (2004) argued that a dramatic transformation of economic status for 
Indigenous Australians was required in order to lift Indigenous employment to 
mainstream levels of participation (p. 5). In this area, he observed “there is less 
equivocation about the need for action but an equally perplexing conundrum in 
relation to policy” (p. 2). His statistical summary reiterated existing research findings 
that describe the quantum of Indigenous unemployment, the contributing factors to 
this, demographic profiles and current employment/unemployment trends. For 
example, while the majority of Indigenous people are employed in government, 
private sector job growth was “one of the few employment areas where Indigenous 
people are doing better” (Botsman, 2004, p. 3). 
The ability of Indigenous communities to use the economic base of their land as a 
basis for investment for the development of industry and jobs was identified by 
Botsman (2004) as critical. In doing so, Botsman (2004) cites Pearson that the 
concept of native title requires “evolutionary change … where native title is 
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conceived of as a ‘fragile social and cultural artefact, not legal title to land that 
encompasses any economic meaning or benefit’. (Botsman, 2004, p. 5) 
This is “the last thing Australian Indigenous communities need”, according to 
Botsman (2004), as he considers, “One of the most frustrating aspects of Australian 
native title discourse is that the social and cultural arguments take precedence over 
the economic value of Indigenous land as a base for establishing investment” 
(pp. 5-6). 
Botsman (2004) maintained that Indigenous communities have “native title rights to 
a larger sum of land, and potentially to even greater assets and yet they cannot gain 
credit on the basis of the assets in their command” (p. 6). 
Rather, Indigenous Australians, Botsman (2004) contends, ‘‘seem only to be able to 
leverage government welfare investments” (p. 6). Consequently, Indigenous people 
are “condemned to work on piecemeal solution rather than a long term mainstream 
economic road to economic prosperity” (p. 7). The solution suggested by Botsman 
(2004), is about “taking the passive empty social dollars, combining them with 
private industry investments and making something dynamic in terms of employment 
and industry in our communities” (p. 10). 
Botsman’s (2004) analysis is deficient in a number of areas. Firstly, he fails to take 
account of his own Eurocentrism, particularly in his racially-biased criticism of 
native title discourse and its emphasis on social and cultural imperatives, rather than 
the Western economic priorities of potential wealth generation and market power. 
That Botsman’s (2004) preference for Indigenous economic ascendancy predicated 
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on alternative use of Indigenous land as an economic asset to attract private sector 
investment, reflects his own cultural ideologies with respect to land use. As a 
consequence, Botsman (2004) is oblivious to the differences between Indigenous and 
white ontologies and axiologies, as they relate to concepts of land use. This also 
applies to the issues and dynamics of race dominance and how race power works to 
structure different possibilities for the dominant and dominated. Therefore, his 
analysis is restricted to explaining contemporary, Indigenous, labour market failure 
to Indigeneity itself, so that adherence to Indigenous cultural practices and values 
with respect to land use, he contends, both thwart and frustrate the utilising of 
significant opportunities available through native title to economically transform 
Indigenous labour force outcomes. In essence, Botsman (2004) promotes the view 
that Indigeneity hinders Indigenous progress, while factors such as colonisation and 
its inter-generational effects, the failure of all governments to respond effectively to 
these legacies and the pervasiveness of white racial bias are omitted. 
Norris (1998) examined the employment disadvantage experienced by Indigenous 
Australians in the context of historical exclusion from employment and equal wages, 
and the implications of this for ensuring Indigenous human rights within Australia. 
Inter alia, Norris (1998) observed that: 
(a) unemployment rates for Indigenous Australians are much greater than for all 
Australians, and continue to rise; 
(b) half of the Indigenous working age population was not in the workforce, and 
this is increasing; 
(c) indigenous Australians are disproportionately employed in lower paid, less 
skilled jobs and in particular industries; 
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(d) in 1991, public administration was the second largest area of Indigenous 
employment; and 
(e) only 12% of Indigenous people who were employed occupied positions as 
managers, administrators or professionals (p. 28-29). 
This current situation of gross disadvantage is contextualised and explained by 
Norris (1998) through a brief historical overview of unequal treatment towards 
Indigenous people, with an emphasis on exclusion from employment. Norris (1998) 
then argues that, in the present context, Australia, as a signatory to a number of 
United Nations’ (UN) human rights instruments, has deliberately not incorporated 
the substance of these instruments into Australian domestic law. Rather, due to an 
“underlying intractable, though often unconscious, belief in the superiority of all 
things European”, governments have opted to “provide welfare to Indigenous 
Australians than to uphold and ensure proper adherence to their human rights” 
(p. 32) and, as a consequence, continue to breach obligations to uphold the human 
rights of Indigenous Australians (p. 32). 
Welfare-based policies, Norris (1998) maintains, “tend to create and maintain 
dependency, that this conflicts with human rights, and that these policies fail to 
produce any sort of real progress”, whereas a human rights approach “begins to 
expose the discriminatory effects, if not always intent, of the employment policies 
and legislation relating to Indigenous Australians” (p. 32). Norris (1998) advocates 
policies that have a “clear focus on human rights”, while encouraging further 
research that examines “whether and to what extent these rights continue to be 
breached” (pp. 32-34). 
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Norris (1998) provides a comprehensive historical analysis of Indigenous labour 
force disadvantage. As a consequence, Norris (1998) makes a valuable contribution 
to understanding how the trends and patterns of Indigenous employment, over a 
substantial period of time, reflect the asymmetrical power relations between 
dominant, white, Eurocentrism and Indigeneity. The adoption and adherence of the 
UN human rights framework is identified by Norris (1998) as the basis from which 
to achieve sector reform and illuminate discriminatory practices. Australian 
governments could then be held accountable for inaction under the framework or 
breaches of it and penalised accordingly. 
While Norris’s (1998) advocacy is commendable, her research and subsequent 
analysis did not engage issues of race and whiteness. Reference is made to 
Eurocentrism and discrimination as factors to explain poor Indigenous outcomes, but 
there is little, if any, discussion on how these factors operate, both systemically and 
in the realm of the everyday, to produce employment disadvantage for Indigenous 
Australians. More specifically, Norris (1998) does not elaborate how Eurocentrism, 
in particular, operates as a strategic trajectory of unequal race relations to deny 
Indigenous human rights. Norris’ (1998) advocacy for the adoption of the UN human 
rights framework, in order to address Indigenous labour force disadvantage, is 
commendable, but she does not provide evidence for her claims that this framework 
will be successful in achieving the reforms that she has set for it. 
In summary, this analysis of the Indigenous employment literature corresponds with 
Moreton-Robinson’s (1992) typology of Indigenous employment analytics. Moreton-
Robinson identified two distinct groups of theories to explain Indigenous 
unemployment. The first is concerned with supply: Focusing on “characteristics of 
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Indigenous people to explain their high unemployment” and identifying barriers such 
as “poor education, unwillingness to work, negative attitudes, lack of mobility, 
Aboriginal culture, lack of ability to access the system, and an oversupply of 
unskilled and low-skilled labour” (p. 5). The second focuses on demand: The 
characteristics of employers that explain Indigenous unemployment “as being the 
outcome of the type of industry they are located in, employer prejudice, increased 
technology and the demand for technical skills” and the low number of Indigenous 
businesses that would, theoretically, give preference to Indigenous applicants (p. 5). 
Moreton-Robinson (1992) observed that, while these theories “provide some insight 
into Indigenous unemployment patterns” (p. 5), they also identify race as a 
significant determinant of poor labour market performance. 
Following the analysis of the literature in this chapter, it is clear that a gap exists 
whereby ‘race’ is invisible as an analytical category. This leads to the posit of two 
related research questions: Does race matter in the way in which Aboriginal people 
engage in the Australian Public Service, and is the APS racially structured in ways 
that privilege white Australians while disadvantaging Indigenous Australians? This 
dissertation will seek to answer these questions. 
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CHAPTER 3: UNDERTAKING THE RESEARCH: A 
KUNGARANY METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
Historically, Indigenous Australians have been the research subject of choice by 
white researchers and are arguably “the most studied people in the world” (Rigney, 
1997, p. 109) or, as observed by Porsanger (2004), “In relation to Indigenous 
peoples, their entire existence seems to be a problem or a question for researchers” 
(p. 106). As Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2010) report in relation to social 
research, “The Indigenous subject is historically the object of such research; the 
research gaze aimed at Indigenous people, culture and lives is usually informed by 
western traditions and conceived and interpreted by white researchers (p. 1). 
As a consequence, Indigenous knowledge, perspectives and understandings are 
noticeably absent in dominant research practices (Moreton-Robinson and Walter, 
2010, p. 1). In this chapter, the methodological framework applied to the research 
project undertaken in this dissertation is outlined. Defining a methodology is not 
unproblematic. There is a divergence of views within the social research academy as 
to what constitutes a methodology or a research model. However, broadly speaking, 
qualitative and quantitative methodological approaches are regarded as the definitive 
categories (Sarantakos, 1993, p. 32), while Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2010) 
define an Indigenous research methodology as consisting of one’s standpoint, their 
conceptual/theoretical approach and their research methods. This research project has 
drawn significantly on these critical elements of an Indigenous research 
methodology. This has been both a conscious personal and cultural choice, and was 
predicated on a number of factors. 
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The absence or inaccessibility of coherent methodologies informed by an Indigenous 
interpretative framework in contemporary times continues to provide obstacles for 
“articulating how Indigenous priorities and interests can be met or how research can 
be aligned with their own cultural protocols” (Moreton-Robinson and Walter, 2010, 
p. 1). Moreover, as stated by Rigney (1997), “Indigenous people now want research 
and its designs to contribute to the self-determination and liberation struggles as 
defined and controlled by their communities” and this must be achieved by 
Indigenous people themselves, who “must analyse and critique epistemologies that 
are common place” (p. 109). 
3.2 INDIGENOUS RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES 
Indigenous methodologies are “a vigorous and active field of knowledge production 
involving Indigenous people from around the world … applying their own lenses, 
perspectives and understandings to social research and methodologies” (Moreton-
Robinson and Walter, 2010, p. 2). It extends to “a body of Indigenous and theoretical 
approaches and methods, rules and postulates employed by Indigenous research in 
the study of Indigenous peoples” (Porsanger, 2004, p. 107). Accordingly, Indigenous 
research methodologies seek to ensure that any research that is concerned with 
Indigenous imperatives “can be carried out in a more respectful, ethical, correct, 
sympathetic, useful and beneficial fashion, seen from the point of view of Indigenous 
people” (Porsanger, 2004, p. 108). 
Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2010) identify a multiplicity of Indigenous research 
methodologies and, in the Australian context, Rigney (1997), Nakata (1998) and 
Martin (2008) are prominent. Martin (2008), in particular, developed a useful 
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summary of the shared positionings inherent in these approaches, as articulated in the 
following four theoretical principles: 
Principle One ‘recognises our worldviews, our knowledges and our realities as 
distinctive and vital to our existence and survival, which serves as a research 
framework’; Principle Two honours ‘Aboriginal social mores as essential 
processes through which we live, learn and situate ourselves as Aboriginal 
people in our own lands and in the lands of other Aboriginal people’; Principle 
Three emphasizes ‘the social, historical and political contexts which shape our 
experience, lives, positions and futures’ and Principle Four privileges ‘the 
voices, experiences and lives of Aboriginal people and Aboriginal lands’. 
(Martin, in Moreton-Robinson and Walter, 2010, p. 3) 
3.3 INDIGENOUS MALE STANDPOINT 
In order to operationalise and embed the intent of Martin’s (in Moreton-Robinson 
and Walter, 2010) four principles within this thesis, my standpoint in relation to the 
research must be articulated. Nakata (1998) provides a valuable theoretical 
framework for understanding and developing an Indigenous standpoint to counter, 
inter alia, the risk of one’s “account of experience [being] excluded or subjugated 
within intellectual knowledge production” (p. 213). The declaration of my social 
positioning as an Indigenous male works to mitigate this risk, but, simultaneously, 
distinguishes me epistemologically, thereby structuring my possibilities and 
potentials for knowing and not knowing the world (Nakata, 1998, p. 214). 
The assertion of one’s social positioning is insufficient on its own to legitimise an 
Indigenous standpoint when it concerns knowledge production. An Indigenous 
standpoint is established, not from social positioning alone, but from the utility and 
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application of one’s social positioning per se, as the unique space from which to 
interrogate the realities that attach to how an Indigenous person is socially positioned 
(Nakata, 1998, p. 214). Nakata refers to this location as the “cultural interface” 
(p. 214). My standpoint, therefore, represents my own distinctive analytical 
framework, and is produced through my engagement with “the kinds of questions 
found at my [social position]” (p. 214) as an Indigenous male. My lived experience 
as an Indigenous male at the cultural interface provides the foundation of my 
research imperative ‘to explore the actualities of the everyday’ and ‘express them 
conceptually’ according to that lived experience. An Indigenous standpoint is, as 
Nakata (1998) states: 
A method of inquiry, a process for making more intelligible ‘the corpus of 
knowledge about us’ as it emerges and organises understanding of our lived 
realities. [It is] theorising knowledge from a particular and interested position 
… [this is] not to produce the ‘truth’ of the Indigenous position but to better 
reveal the workings of knowledge and how understanding of Indigenous people 
is caught up and implicated in its work. (p. 215) 
A further dimension of Indigenous standpoint theory requires that our practices of 
‘doing knowledge’ reflects a particular methodological approach. In this sense, 
Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2010) argue that Indigenous methodologies should 
reflect Indigenous epistemologies (ways of knowing), axiologies (ways of doing) and 
ontologies (ways of being). According to Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2010), 
“Indigenous methodological frames also recognise all knowledge as socially situated, 
partial and grounded in subjectivities and experiences in everyday life” (p. 2). It is, 
therefore, appropriate that my own standpoint, as an Indigenous man in relation to 
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this research project, be defined according to my epistemology, axiology and 
ontology. 
At this juncture, I would like to share my personal motivation for undertaking the 
thesis. My standpoint not only positioned me in relation to the research, but 
influenced my choice of topic. I am a Kungarakany man who was raised in Darwin 
and completed my primary and secondary education there. I then undertook my 
higher education undergraduate studies in Brisbane and, after a period of time, 
commenced (and completed) my post-graduate Master’s degree studies as a part-time 
external student. While I have worked in most sectors to date, from community-
controlled organisations to state and Commonwealth governments, it is with the 
latter that I have spent most of my career. 
My research interest emerged from my experience as a senior executive service 
(SES) officer in the Australian Public Service (APS). I worked at the SES Bands One 
and Two levels over a 10 year period spanning a number of major portfolios, such as 
health and employment and, finally, as a Chief Executive Officer of a 
Commonwealth statutory authority. At the time, there were very few Indigenous 
people occupying senior executive and middle management positions. By the time I 
left the APS in 2008, there were, to my knowledge, only (circa) four Indigenous SES 
officers who were at the Band Two level. 
During this time, I became intrigued with the nature of the participation or 
engagement of Indigenous employees in the APS. It was common for Indigenous 
employees to gather in cliques at various fora, when opportunities arose, and discuss 
or share our experiences in the APS. As an Indigenous person, I was privy to, and 
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participated in, many of these discussions. The main theme that seemed to 
characterise conversations was the recounting of negative experiences with white 
employees and, in particular, with those white colleagues in positions of authority. It 
seemed to me that these conversations were accounts of experiencing racism, but the 
stories of these experiences were not describing blatant racist acts, instead it was 
something more insidious and subtle. In sharing these experiences, the Indigenous 
employees did not seem to have the necessary vocabulary or lexicon to clearly 
articulate what was happening, but everyone present knew of these experiences, had 
been subject to most of them ourselves, and all of us could certainly relate to them. It 
was after one of these discussions that I decided I would research the topic through 
my Doctor of Philosophy studies. 
My initial task was to understand the nature and status of Indigenous employment in 
the APS, so I started with a quantitative analysis of the available data. The statistics 
confirmed the downward trend of Indigenous employees exiting the APS and, from 
the paucity of analysis available that attempted to understand and explain this 
pattern, the ‘usual suspects’ in terms of attributions were prominent. As identified in 
the previous chapter, the attributions could be summarised as ranging from 
Indigenous capability deficit to implied cultural denigration; the latter understood as 
assigning a negative value to perceived cultural traits. 
Undoubtedly, a number of the attributions were valid, such as lower levels of 
education and the alienation of living in a foreign environment for employees who 
had moved to Canberra from interstate to take up employment in the APS. However, 
based on my experience and recollection of the Indigenous employees’ stories 
referred to earlier, I suspected that there were other possible explanations that had 
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not been considered. Essentially, was there something happening in APS workplaces 
in the ‘everyday’ situation that influenced or compelled Indigenous employees to 
make the decision to resign? Or, was there a social relation dynamic in place between 
Indigenous and white employees that materialised in racialised forms and produced a 
set of conditions that compelled Indigenous employees to terminate their 
employment? These questions underpin the research question in this dissertation: 
Does race matter in the APS? 
My social position is based on my identity as a Kungarany man whose lands are 
situated approximately 100 kilometres south of Darwin. I am also a son, brother, 
father, uncle, nephew and a cousin to many. Having been raised in a single parent 
family by my mother, who was widowed early in life, my life trajectories have also 
been shaped by my Indigenist, working class experiences. My mother, as a low-
income earner for all of her life, provided sustenance and, support but we lacked the 
materiality of the more affluent families, often two parent families. As a widowed 
Indigenous woman with two dependent children, as well as having had extremely 
limited educational opportunities, there was little prospect for her with respect to 
upward vertical movement in terms of professional up-skilling and career 
development. Access to parental academic enrichment support was very limited and 
my educational pathways to date have almost always been characterised as being a 
first in the family. 
I am, therefore, guided by a general philosophy that understands and values the 
human potential for high attainment, but that such life chances are structured by 
society according to various forms of power relations predicated on social signifiers 
of race, gender and class. These signifiers can influence and/or determine, amongst 
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other things, access to pathways to achieve a better quality of life and the realisation 
of aspiration. Accordingly, I am both committed and driven by a determination to 
challenge and confront social inequality and am steadfast in making a significant 
difference to achieving social justice. 
3.3.1 Epistemology 
My Indigeneity and gender influence my epistemological standpoint, although both 
are intersected in terms of my subjectivity. The acquisition of knowledge is both an 
individual and collective imperative. The history of colonisation in Australia and its 
continuing presence in aspects of our everyday lives require us, as Indigenous 
people, to enjoin our cultural identities necessitated by shared histories to challenge 
and make explicit every instance where colonisation and racism impact on our lives. 
In this instance, knowledge is not property, but is produced to share and improve the  
conscientiousness of our colleagues, peers, friends, families and communities. 
Various forms of knowledge accumulation can be regarded as being a specialty to 
those who hold it and, in particular instances, specialist knowledge-holders are 
socialised from an early age to prepare for the responsibilities that attach to this 
eminent status. This specialist knowledge is not ordered hierarchically, but is 
accorded equivalent status. Popular access to such specialist knowledge can be 
subject to eligibility and this, in turn, requires certain qualities and traits of character 
that are usually aligned with chronological and emotional maturation. Put another 
way, in order to access and attain certain knowledge, one must demonstrate that they 
are capable of using this knowledge responsibly and in the best interests of 
themselves, their family and their community. 
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Historically, the Western academy, and society more generally, have not afforded 
Indigenous epistemologies any value. As an Indigenous male, I share a relationality 
with other Indigenous men through racial identity and gender, but also by descent, 
ancestry, country, place and shared experience (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). 
3.3.2 Ontology 
As an Indigenous male, my ways of being, or how I understand existence or reality, 
are  shaped by this identity. Cultural affiliation through kinship and connection to 
country provide the foundations for engagement with reality. One cannot be known 
only by one’s own personality, but also through our positioning within the web of 
family and kinship. I am at once a son, brother, uncle, father and cousin located 
within an extensive family network (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). To grow up as an 
Indigenous person is this country is to live life positioned as a problem, a subjection 
not of my making, but a legacy of colonisation. I share this with other Aboriginal 
men who are stigmatised as inferior, incapable and unworthy, yet we are revered 
through demonstrations of talent and exemplary performance in domains valued by 
the white man, such as sport or the arts. We are acutely aware of how we are placed 
and this provides each of us with an automatic ‘membership’ into a spiritual 
brotherhood, distinctive from that shared by Indigenous women, but intimately 
connected to them as Indigenous people. 
3.3.3 Axiology 
My ways of ‘doing’ are shaped by what I value as an Indigenous male. At the 
forefront is family and relations. Obligations and responsibilities that attach to family 
roles are fundamental and must always take priority. One must attend to these at all 
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times. Being a successful parent, son or uncle is essential to one’s claims to 
leadership and credibility. Similarly, relationships in and outside of family must be 
respected and valued. The maintenance of good relationships in both personal and 
professional domains carries different obligations and responsibilities. Personal 
relationships are predicated on notions of reciprocity and integrity, while 
professional relations not only include these considerations, but also the requirement 
to ensure ready positive access to authority, power and resources. 
3.4 RESEARCH METHODS 
The research method employed in this research project was critical discourse 
analysis, which “is a – critical – perspective on doing scholarship: it is, so to speak, 
discourse analysis ‘with an attitude’” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 96). Critical 
discourse analysis was selected as the most appropriate technique or practice to 
gather and analyse the data generated by this project. The basis of this selection was 
the particular orientation and philosophical approach that critical discourse analysis 
provided in relation to the nature of the problem or question posed by this research 
project. Critical discourse analysis “focuses on social problems, and especially the 
role of discourse in the production and reproduction of power abuse and domination” 
(Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 96; Van Dijk, 2003; Fairclough, 2001). 
The underlying imperative for critical discourse analysis is to align itself with the 
perspectives that are in “the best interests of dominated groups” in that it takes the 
“experiences and opinions of members of such groups seriously” (Wodak and 
Meyer, 2001, p. 96). Critical discourse analysis freely admits to a specific bias—it 
supports the struggles of “the dominated against oppression and inequality” and 
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opposes those whose attitudes “abuse text or talk in order to establish, confirm or 
legitimate their abuse of power” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 96). 
As this research project is specifically concerned with the study of race and how it is 
both manifested and reproduced within an organisation, the Australian Public 
Service, content analysis concerns the choice of topics and propositions expressed by 
participants as forms of meaning. These are understood as being directly related to 
the articulation of beliefs and, by implication, attitudes and ideologies of participants 
on specific subject matters, such as those articulated when racist people discuss the 
racial other (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 99). The salience of local meanings as an 
analytical frame is underscored, given that critical discourse analysis studies 
ideologically-based discourses and the ways divisions are created through 
representation between in-groups and out-groups (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 103). 
Strategically, this polarisation is seen to occur through the ways in which “positive 
self-presentation and negative other presentation, in which our good things are and 
their bad things are emphasized, and our bad things and their good things are de-
emphasized” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 103). 
Equal emphasis has been given to the presence of implicit or indirect meanings; that 
is, meanings that can be inferred from the meaning(s) expressed by interview 
respondents. The analysis of implicit meanings draw attention to parts of the mental 
model applied by the respondent, given that implicit meanings “are related to 
underlying beliefs, but are not openly, directly, completely or precisely asserted”, 
one reason being the “ideological objective to de-emphasize our bad things and their 
good things” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 104). 
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The use of event models is also relevant to the analysis applied to this research, 
where events are situations that people speak about (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, 
p. 111). Determining the level of coherence of discourse can be defined “by the 
relations of the ‘facts’ referred to by these propositions, such as cause-consequence 
relations” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, p. 111). Coherence is then defined by “the ways 
the facts are defined or interpreted by the language users in their mental models of 
these facts.” Discourses are, therefore, “interpreted as coherent relative to the mental 
models the users have about the events or facts referred to” (Wodak and Meyer, 
2001, p. 111). 
The critical feature of these models is that they form the critical interface between 
discourse and society, and between the personal and the social (Wodak and Meyer, 
2001, p. 112). Models allow us to explain and describe “how social structures 
influence and are affected by discourse structures” because these mental models “not 
only represent personal beliefs but also (often personal versions of) social 
representations such knowledge, attitudes and ideologies” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, 
pp. 112-113). 
As critical discourse analysis studies power, domination and social inequality; its 
research focus is on groups, organisations and institutions (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, 
p. 113). As this research project concerns the study of senior executives employed in 
the Australian Public Service, critical discourse analysis is able to account “for the 
various forms of social cognition that are shared by these social collectivities: 
knowledge, attitudes, ideologies, norms and values” (Wodak and Meyer, 2001, 
p. 113; Mumby and Clair, 2006). 
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In this research project, semi-structured interviews were also used to gather data 
from current Indigenous and white senior bureaucrats who were employees of the 
APS. This method was chosen “in order to gain a detailed picture of a respondent’s 
beliefs about, or perceptions or accounts of, a particular topic” (Smith, 1995, p. 9). 
As opposed to the structured interview technique, semi-structured interviews 
provided more flexibility in being able to pursue opportunities that emerge during the 
interviews to further probe and/or clarify points of interest, and the respondent is able 
to further explain these to ensure that their intended meaning is understood. As Smith 
(1995) observes, semi-structured interviews, as a method, are best suited “where one 
is particularly interested in complexity or process or where an issue is controversial 
or personal” (p. 10). 
A set of questions was constructed prior to the conducting of the interviews with the 
intention of being “guided by the schedule rather than being dictated by it” (Smith, 
1995, p. 12). During the interviewing schedule, it became clear that a question or two 
did not resonate with the respondents and/or failed to yield useful data. Such 
questions were gradually eliminated during the course of the interviewing schedule. 
One example was the question ‘Do you get the opportunity to think about Indigenous 
employment issues?’ This question was originally included, as it sought to ascertain 
whether Indigenous employment was an issue of concern to respondents and, 
accordingly, it was assumed that the amount of time that respondents allocated to this 
thought activity provided an indication of whether Indigenous issues were critical to 
them. Due to the research focus of this project, this was regarded as being important, 
given that the respondents worked in an Indigenous-specific program area. Secondly, 
their responses may also demonstrate a level of what Frankenberg (1993) termed 
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“race cognizance’ - the recognition of race difference understood in historical, 
political, social, or cultural terms rather than essentialist ones” (p. 157). In this sense, 
responses that demonstrated that a respondent spent considerable time thinking 
critically about low Indigenous employee numbers had the potential to indicate a 
level of race cognisance. Nevertheless, as the work involved with semi structured 
interviews is more likely to be iterative, rather than linear, it is not uncommon for 
ideas of what should be covered changed during the course of the interview schedule 
(Smith, 1995, p. 13). 
3.4.1 The Sample Cohort 
In order to determine whether race mattered in the Australian Public Service, I 
applied the purposive sampling procedure to identify respondents for this study. I 
approached 12 white and 11 Indigenous senior executive service officers to ascertain 
whether I could interview them. All of those approached worked or had worked in an 
Indigenous-specific program or policy area, or had Indigenous outcomes as a part of 
their managerial responsibilities. A small number of the Indigenous respondents had 
previously worked as senior executives in the Australian Public Service, but had left 
the service at the time of interview. I included these persons in the sample for two 
reasons: The first was that their inclusion boosted the Indigenous cohort numbers and 
the second was that their collective experiences were deemed by me to be valuable 
and informative. 
The requirement for the respondents to be working or have had worked in 
Indigenous-specific policy portfolios was regarded as critical in being able to answer 
the question posed by this dissertation. It is in these organisational contexts that race 
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relations are performed and sustained, due, inter alia, to the workforce demographics 
of the Australian Public Service, wherein white employees heavily outweigh 
Indigenous employees, as well as dominating senior designations. All respondents 
were employed as members of the senior executive service and occupied, or had 
occupied, positions at the levels one, two or three, with level three being the most 
senior designation. 
Interviews were scheduled according to the availability of the respondents. Initial 
contact was made either by telephone and/or email, followed by a letter of 
introduction that introduced me as the researcher, the research topic and the 
respondents’ rights in the process (for example, the right to withdraw from the 
interview at any time). All interviews were conducted during business hours and 
most took place at the respondent’s workplace. This was done for two reasons: The 
first was to minimise any inconvenience to the respondents, given their willingness 
to participate. I did not want the experience to be perceived by them as a negative 
one or as clashing directly with their work requirements, as I was aware of their 
significant workloads and responsibilities as senior executives. Secondly, in terms of 
establishing a rapport with each respondent, as well as securing their level of comfort 
during the interview process, most interviews were conducted at a setting chosen by 
the respondent that they were familiar with and, as stated earlier, this was often their 
workplace. 
Interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis and were audio recorded, so as to 
minimise the risk of losing important data and audio recording provides a more 
comprehensive record than do notes taken during the course of the interview (Smith, 
1995, p. 18). Audio recording also allowed me to focus completely on the conduct of 
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the interview, so that probing cues could be detected and followed up. The audio 
recordings were undertaken with the written consent of the respondent. These 
recordings were later transcribed and provided to each respondent for verification of 
the content, with an opportunity to amend the text for accuracy. All respondents were 
then de-identified through application of anonymous identification. The two cohorts 
were distinguished according to their membership of either the non-Indigenous or 
Indigenous sample and each respondent was assigned an individual number in 
numerical order within the sample but assigned at random.. Hence, all respondent 
quotations are attributed in the manner of ‘Non-Indigenous’ or ‘Indigenous’ but each 
with their own number. Consequently, it is possible to ascertain whether different 
quotes come from different respondents and enables the reader to see the 
relationships between the quotes and individual respondents.  
The construction of the interview questions was based on themes identified from the 
literature review. In developing the questions, potential sensitivity by the respondents 
to the research topic was taken into account. It was necessary to contextualise the 
research in terms of Indigenous employment within the Australian Public Service 
and whether there was a relationship to race, rather than presenting the topic as the 
study of race and whiteness. As with Moreton-Robinson (2003), it was both 
observation and belief that this would be perceived as less threatening to the white 
respondents, as my experience of discussions with white people on race and 
whiteness prior to the interviews was to observe discernible anxiety, defensiveness, 
dismissal and non-engagement with the topic. I was also fearful of the possibility that 
some, if not all, of the white respondents would not participate. In this context, race 
can already be seen to impact on the research process itself. 
 59
The structured questions asked the respondents to describe what they understood to 
be the current status of Indigenous employment in the Australian Public Service; to 
explain the reasons for this status; what they thought could be done in response; and 
whether they considered the Australian Public Service to be a race-neutral 
organisation. The underpinning research imperative beneath these questions related 
directly back to the topic of the dissertation:  Does race matter? Sub-questions 
concerned the following: 
(a) If race did matter to the respondent, in what ways or forms did this concern 
take? 
(b) How race cognisant were the white respondents in relation to Indigenous 
employment and its relationship to the omnipresence of asymmetrical race 
relations? 
(c) What forms did racial domination take in the everyday of the public service? 
(d) To what degree were the respondents aware of their own racial and cultural 
identities and how were these acknowledged? 
(e) To what extent did the ideology of colour-blindness manifest itself in the 
responses of the white respondents? 
(f) How did the Indigenous understand and explain the impacts of these on their 
daily working lives as senior executives? 
These questions formed the basis of the structured questions and are contextualised 
more fully in the theoretical framework in the final section of this chapter. 
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In developing the questions, care was taken to structure them in neutral forms as 
opposed to value-laden or leading questions (Smith, 1995). I also attempted to frame 
them in ways that felt familiar and comfortable to the respondents and used open-
ended questions, so as to encourage the respondents to answer openly and freely 
(Smith, 1995). Prompts were deployed when it was felt that the respondents might 
not have fully understood the question, as were probes when the respondent raised an 
item of particular interest. Care was taken, during the course of the interviews, to 
ensure that my follow-up questions did not dominate the proceedings, as my intent 
was to enter the personal and/or social life of the respondent, rather than force them 
to enter mine (Smith, 1995). To a large extent, I applied what Smith (1995) described 
as a ‘funnelling technique’; the eliciting of both general and specific views from the 
respondents, with the question sequencing commencing with eliciting general views, 
then leading to specific ones. 
3.5 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
My conceptual framework has been influenced by the work of Bonilla-Silva (2010), 
Essed (1991, 2002) and Trepagnier (2006), and I have drawn on key elements of 
their theories in my analysis. 
In deploying the term “Racism without Racists”, Memmi (in Bonilla-Silva, 2010) 
describes the essence of current race relations that permeate society generally in both 
conceptual and performative terms. As observed by Memmi, “No-one, almost no-
one, wishes to see themselves as racist, still, racism persists, real and tenacious” 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 1). Here, Memmi refers to the paradigm shift in the 
conceptualisation of racism and, subsequently, the ways in which racism now 
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manifests its performative dimensions. The assertion of racism without racists then 
describes the phenomena of performance of racism, seemingly in the absence of 
racists (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Defined as the ‘new racism’, Bonilla-Silva (2010) drew 
attention to the specific set of arrangements and practices that produce and reproduce 
a racial order, and its accompanying colour-blind ideology (p. 271), to explain the 
persistence of racial inequalities “as the outcome of non-racial dynamics” (p. 2). 
3.5.1 The New Racism 
This new racism has a number of forms that can be differentiated. Bonilla-Silva’s 
(2010) notion of colour-blind racism is predicated on a racial ideology that 
“combines elements of liberalism with white dominance ‘to justify the contemporary 
racial order’” (2003, p. 275). Facially, colour-blindness requires the assertion by 
most white people that they “don’t see any colour, just people” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, 
p. 1). In this sense, white people claim that “race is no longer relevant” (p. 2). 
According to Bonilla-Silva (2010), whites have developed “powerful explanations 
which have ultimately become justifications – for contemporary racial inequality that 
exculpate them from any responsibility for the status of people of colour” (p. 2). 
Previous arguments that sought to explain racial inequality based on biological and 
moral inferiority have been superseded, Bonilla-Silva (2010) argues, by a colour-
blindness where whites “rationalize minorities[’] contemporary status[es] as the 
product of market dynamics, naturally occurring phenomena and black imputed 
cultural limitations” (p. 2). In this conceptualisation, racial inequality is “reproduced 
through new racism practices that are subtle, institutional and apparently non-racial” 
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(p. 3). In Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) view, racial practices “operate in now you see it, 
now you don’t fashion” (p. 3). 
3.5.2 Everyday Racism 
In a further articulation of the study of contemporary racism, Essed (1991) 
introduced the idea of ‘everyday racism’. According to Essed (1991), while 
successive studies of racism have identified how racism operates at the societal level, 
few have made explicit “its pervasive impact on the daily experiences of blacks” 
(p. 1). Essed (1991) argues that “the study of racism is more than structure and 
ideology” because racism is more “a process … routinely created and reinforced 
through everyday practices” (p. 2). 
Essed’s (1991) concept of ‘everyday racism’ as an analytical frame for the study of 
racism “connects structural forces of racism with routine situations in everyday life” 
(p. 2). Everyday racism also “links ideological dimensions of racism with daily 
attitudes and interprets the reproduction of racism in terms of its experience of it in 
everyday life” (p. 2). Essed (1991) maintains that “everyday racism is racism, but not 
all racism is everyday racism” (p. 3). Everyday racism defies the logic of racism as 
an individual problem (Essed, 1991, p. 3) and is concerned primarily with 
“systematic, recurrent, familiar practices … that can be generalized” (p. 3). As a 
consequence, everyday racism “involves socialized attitudes and behaviour”, while 
its ‘systemic nature’ includes “cumulative instantiation” (p. 3). As such, everyday 
racism “is defined in terms of practices prevalent in a given system” and includes 
“complex relations of acts and (attributed) attitudes” (p. 3). 
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3.5.3 Silent Racism 
A third dimension in the study of racism is what Trepagnier (2006) terms as “silent 
racism”; the racist thoughts, images and assumptions in the minds of white people, 
including those that, by most accounts, are “not racist” (p. 1). Silent racism is 
considered by Trepagnier (2006) to be “dangerous precisely because it is perceived 
as harmless” (p. 1). According to Trepagnier (2006), silent racism exists in “peoples 
thoughts, images and assumptions”, which shape their perceptions of reality so that 
“a perspective that is shaped by racist thoughts, images and assumptions – no matter 
how subtle they are – will produce behaviour that reflects racist thoughts, images and 
assumptions” (p. 1). 
A central tenet of silent racism is that the oppositional categories of ‘racist’ and ‘not 
racist’ become redundant because this definitional binary delimits the scope of what 
can be understood to constitute racism. In particular, subtle forms of racism are 
explained according to an ideology of colour-blindness. Colour-blindness refers to 
those forms of racism “expressed in non-racial terms that are not obviously race-
identified” (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 3). The outdated paradigm of racism, therefore, 
“ignores acts of everyday racism; routine actions that often are unrecognized by the 
actor as racist but that uphold the racial status quo” (p. 3). 
Silent racism upholds that “white people daily perform acts of everyday racism” 
(Trepagnier, 2006, p. 3). The racist/not racist binary rests on the critical assumption 
that “racism is hateful” and is a “rare occurrence” (p. 3). In effect, these assumptions 
deny that racism is “often unintended and routine” (p. 3). Silent racism is the study of 
“racism in the ‘not racist’ category” (p. 5). A core understanding of silent racism is 
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that “white common sense notions about racism are shaped by language that distorts 
the racial reality” (p. 5). The traditional oppositional categories of racism, Trepagnier 
(2006) argues, “keeps people from seeing a form of racism built into the fabric of 
society, a form of racism that maintains racial inequality” and constitutes the 
definition of silent racism (p. 5). Trepagnier (2006) is concerned with the inherent 
risk of silent racism: Its capacity to do “its damage unobserved” because “it inhabits 
the minds of well-meaning whites – the group most amenable to changing its 
thinking and its behaviour regarding race matters, the group most likely to stand with 
blacks against racism” (p. 6). 
3.6 THE IDEOLOGY OF COLOUR-BLINDNESS 
Bonilla-Silva (2010), in articulating colour-blind racism as the ‘new racism’ or as the 
‘new racial ideology’, constructed to defend the contemporary racial order and 
identified four central frames that underscore the new ideology (p. 25). The frames 
act as conceptual mechanisms from which to interpret information through a 
dominant, racial, ideological framework and operate to explain the normalisation of 
race (p. 26). 
3.6.1 Abstract Liberalism 
The first frame, abstract liberalism, explains race neutrality through a discourse of 
equality and individual choice (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 28). Bonilla-Silva (2010) 
explains that, in framing race-related issues in the language of liberalism, whites 
become positioned as both ‘reasonable’ and ‘moral’ when they are simultaneously 
opposing “almost all practical approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality” 
(p. 28). 
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Bonilla-Silva (2010) demonstrates how the views of whites are organised according 
to the frame of abstract liberalism. He explains how the notion of equal opportunity 
is used to oppose racial fairness (p. 31). The rationale of equal opportunity, Bonilla-
Silva (2010) argues, provides the rationale to explain racial discrimination and its 
inter-generational effects in non-racial terms (p. 31). The unequivocal commitment 
to apply the principle of equal opportunity as universal to all citizens, irrespective of 
race, is upheld irrespective of “the savage inequities [that continue to exist] between 
whites and blacks” (p. 31). By default, the application of abstract liberalism explains 
race inequality in non-racial terms and, as such, effectively “safeguards white 
privilege” (p. 31). 
In his second example, Bonilla-Silva (2010) refers to how matters of both race 
privilege and race disadvantage are maintained through ideas of meritocracy (p. 32). 
Bonilla-Silva (2010) argues that typical white opposition to notions of affirmative 
action are within the common belief, usually expressed in race-neutral ways, that 
discrimination is not the reason for racial inequality (p. 33). 
The third example, “Nothing should be Forced upon People: Keeping Things the 
Way They Are” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 34) exploits the liberal principle of minimal 
government intervention into the social and economic societal domains. 
Theoretically, the market, together with rational and democratic processes, work 
independent of government, and without government coercion, to ensure that the 
state of dis-equilibrium is balanced (p. 34). In this sense, things are to be kept the 
way they are and should not be forced or imposed. Change is to occur through a 
“slow and evolutionary process” (p. 34). 
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The fourth example identified by Bonilla-Silva (2010) is the abstraction of liberalism 
through the supposition “Individual choice or an excuse for racial Unfairness and 
Racially based choices?” (p.35). Bonilla-Silva (2010) observes that individualism has 
been redeployed as a justification “for opposing policies to ameliorate racial 
inequality because they are ‘group based’ rather than ‘case by case’” (pp. 35-36). 
The application of this liberal tenet to the analysis of contemporary race relations is 
problematic in that it overlooks or ignores the differential power relations—racially 
determined—that structure and underpin race relations in the present (p. 36). Racial 
pluralism is thought (falsely and ignorantly) to underpin ideas of people’s rights to 
make individual choices, conveniently predicated on the misguided assumption that 
all racial groups share equal power relations. The dynamics of white supremacy and 
its unfettered reproduction undermine this argument. 
3.6.2 Naturalisation 
The second frame, naturalisation, “allows whites to explain away racial phenomena 
by suggesting they are natural occurrences” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 36). Naturalistic 
rationales, when deployed, have the effect of reinforcing “the myth of non-racialism” 
(p. 36). Racial segregation, for example, is justified in this frame as being the natural 
order and preference of different racial groups, not the conscious and deliberate 
structuring through racialised power. 
The example of how naturalisation is used by whites to engage with race matters is 
understood as “Decoding the meaning of ‘that’s the way it is’. When expressed, 
naturalisation appears through use of the word ‘language’ or in the phase ‘that’s the 
way it is’ or words to that effect (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 36). White people mobilise 
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the terms as an interjection to “normalize events or actions that could be otherwise 
interpreted as racially motivated” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 36). For example, because 
they are “socialized in a white habitus and influenced by the Eurocentric culture”, it 
is no surprise that Bonilla-Silva (2010) argues, thus “whites interpret their racialised 
choices for white significant others as ‘natural’“ (p. 39). Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) 
contention that “few things that happen in the world are ‘natural’, particularly things 
pertaining to racial matters”, such as segregation, and other racial matters or 
preferences are, instead, largely attributable to social processes” (p. 39). Bonilla-
Silva (2010) defines this as “the illusion/delusion component of this frame” (p. 39). 
3.6.3 Cultural Racism 
The third frame, cultural racism, “relies on culturally based arguments … to explain 
the standing of minorities in society” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 39). The frame of 
cultural racism, when utilised, is typically expressed in the manner “They don’t have 
it altogether” (p. 39). The essence of this frame is to ‘blame the victim’, so that 
minority groups’ unequal standing in society is the “product of their lack of effort, 
loose family organization, and inappropriate values” (p. 39). Bonilla-Silva (2010) 
observes that, when this frame is used in combination with the minimisation of 
racism frame, black experiences of discrimination are rejected by the white claim 
that blacks “use discrimination as an ‘excuse’ to hide the central reason why they are 
behind whites in society—their presumed ‘laziness’ (pp. 40-41). The final frame is 
the minimisation of racism, which suggests that “discrimination is no longer a central 
factor affecting minorities” (p. 39). Hence, whites are likely to still “accuse 
minorities of being ‘hypersensitive’, of using race as an ‘excuse’ or of ‘playing the 
infamous race card’” (p. 39). 
68 
When deployed, this frame dispenses with any consideration that discrimination may 
be a critical factor in explaining race disparities. While both blacks and whites regard 
discrimination as having currency as a contemporary problem, whites are likely to 
reject it as a factor to explain racial inequality (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 43). As a 
consequence, whites generally believe that “discrimination has all but disappeared, 
whereas blacks believe that discrimination – old and new – is alive and well” 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 43). At the same time, concepts such as institutionalised 
racism are also disregarded (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 43). Indirect strategies of denial 
are practiced by whites through counter claims of lack of credentialing, rendering 
most claims by blacks of discrimination as ‘bogus’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 43). In 
effect, the salience of racism is minimised with a further counter claims that “blacks 
make situations racial that are not” or suggestions that “blacks who experience 
discrimination deserve so because they act irresponsibly or complain too much“ 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010, pp. 44-45). 
In summary, Bonilla-Silva (2010) observed that whites used the frames in 
combination, rather than individually (p. 30). As the frames “are central to the views 
of whites”, they operate as the “interpretive matrix from which to extract arguments 
to explain a host of racial issues” (p. 47). Used in combination, the frames “form an 
impregnable yet elastic wall that barricades whites from … racial reality” and, in 
doing so, “provide whites a seeming non-racial way of stating their racial views 
without appearing irrational or rabidly racist” (p. 48). 
My conceptual framework combines elements of the theoretical framework in the 
study of race and racism. It is my intention, in this chapter, to apply my conceptual 
framework to the analysis and interpretation of the responses from the participants. 
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In particular, the analytical focus will be concerned with how white racial identities 
unwittingly work to preserve and maintain privilege and white supremacist power. 
The latter, of course, refers specifically to the dominance of white norms and power 
relations structured by the research question: Does race matter in the Australian 
Public Service? In applying my conceptual framework, I am primarily concerned 
with exploring how race matters and how the various forms of unintended racism 
articulated throughout these studies manifest in the responses of the participants. 
3.7 THE CONCEPT OF EVERYDAY RACISM 
3.7.1 Culturalisation 
The structure of everyday racism is built upon two core elements: The culturalisation 
of racism, which addresses the hidden agendas of cultural diversity, specifically how 
the dominant culture is “taken for granted whereas other cultures are problematized” 
(Essed, 1991, p. 186); and structural racism, addressing what Essed (1991) terms ‘the 
basic agenda of racism’, “where the underlying rationality is underscored by 
ideological constructions in which the intelligence and competence of black[s] 
(women) are problematized” (p. 186). 
3.7.2 Objectification 
Within the framework of culturalised racism and the manner in which it is expressed, 
cultural expressions of racism occur in a number of ways. Objectification of the 
‘other’ is one such way. Symbolically, objectification means that the ‘other’ is not 
seen as “a legitimate part of the situation” (Essed, 1991, p. 189). In this context, there 
is an overemphasis on difference (p. 190). Here, the relevance of difference “implies 
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there is a norm or standard compared to which the ‘other’ is different”, but the 
standard, as such, is “culturally defined” (p. 190). In all such situations, Essed (1991) 
notes “the salience of difference increases” because the presence of blacks “is not 
taken for granted” (p. 192). 
3.7.3 Eurocentrism 
A further aspect of cultural racism is Eurocentrism. In this dimension, blacks 
experience and perceive the underlying message that “society is culturally tuned to 
the interests and needs of the white (middle class) group” (Essed, 1991, p. 193). 
According to Essed (1991), “the ideal and practice whereby interests and 
perspectives of the white group are used” becomes normalised and becomes “an 
enduring and inescapable feature of the experiences of blacks” (pp. 193-194). 
Eurocentrism, as such, permeates “social relationships … language … habits of 
thinking, institutional regulations, and more generally in the conditions under which 
individuals or groups gain access to resources” (p. 194). As a consequence, whites 
“are often incapable of understanding the world from the point of view of blacks” 
and can only bring “a pure white point of view” (p. 194). This prevents whites from 
access to the ways “blacks perceive reality, with what they feel, and what their 
purposes in life are” (p. 194). 
3.7.4 Whiteness as Normativity 
A third aspect of cultural racism is the positioning of white as the norm (Essed, 1991, 
p. 194). Essed (1991) describes this as the institutionalised conditions that “reflect 
the dominant group not considering specific needs, interests, and values based in the 
Black[s] experience to be of any importance. As a result, issues relevant to blacks are 
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rarely included (p. 194). In practice, the dominance and application of white norms 
“contain marginalizing and repressive elements” (p. 196). 
3.7.5 Passive Tolerance 
The fourth aspect is “passive tolerance: the lack of sympathy, support or feedback” 
(Essed, 1991, p. 196). Essed (1991) defines passive tolerance as “not taking any 
specific action against the presence or participation of blacks but not doing anything 
to support or to facilitate it either” (p. 196). As societal relations are racially unequal, 
Essed (1991) maintains that “many everyday situations become racist situations for 
blacks because their presence in the situation is considered to be of no consequence 
at all” (pp. 196-197). Within the everyday situation, passive tolerance can take the 
form of confusion of black identities, neglect, the use of pretexts to disguise 
indifference, lack of interest, rejection through small lies and deception, and an 
overall lack of attention (pp. 196-197). 
3.7.6 Cultural Denigration 
A further mechanism of white cultural control is the application of “legitimation 
through cultural denigration” (Essed, 1991, p. 198). The maintenance of white 
dominance can be exercised by defining progress in the system “as the extent to 
which the value orientation of the dominant culture is adopted” (p. 196). Inevitably, 
“other cultures are identified with disadvantage” (p. 196). Cultures defined as ‘other’ 
“are normatively conceptualized according to values of the dominant group, and real 
or attributed deviations are problematized” (p. 200). Often taking the form of 
denigration, aspects of non-white cultures are assigned inferior status and include 
attributions such as possessing a “happy go lucky personality” or not having the 
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“right mentality” to participate as equally serious members of the dominant society, 
or having a “low degree of cultural refinement”, or being “primitive and emotional” 
(p. 200). As a consequence, cultural problematisation through denigration positions 
blacks as being “culturally ‘not ready’ to function properly in the system” and “this 
ideological construction legitimizes persistent pressure on blacks to assimilate 
culturally” (p. 203). 
3.7.7 The Management of Cultural Differences 
The dominant white group also exercise control through the management of cultural 
differences (Essed, 1991, p. 203). Cultural differences are so nominated by whites as 
the problem underpinning race relations. As Essed (1991) illustrates, “Euro (white) 
centrism and indifference toward the black experience frustrate institutional 
transmission of black values and perceptions” and this process “is reinforced through 
suppression or isolation of cultural expressions” (p. 203). 
According to Essed (1991), control of cultural expression occurs in four ways. The 
first, majority rule, neglects cultural differences, when the “defence of a minority 
standpoint … is often a losing game” because the exercise and dominance of 
majority rule reinforces “dominant values, conceptions of reality and style habits” 
(p. 204). Race oppression persists through majority decisions in everyday decisions, 
especially “when the dominant group does not problematize racism in society” 
(p. 204). 
Essed (1991) demonstrates how this can occur through the notion of ‘skewed 
groups’. In skewed groups, “there is an overwhelming majority of one type so that 
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‘others’ in the group are ‘tokens’” (p. 204). The tokens are regarded as “symbols of 
difference rather than as individuals” (p. 204). As blacks “are often in situations 
where they are far outnumbered by whites, who control[s] the group and its culture”, 
the “plans and initiatives” of blacks that “do not fit the dominant culture and interests 
are not accepted” (p. 205). Blacks are usually compelled to accept these situations, as 
the practice of majority rule shuns the perspectives of blacks “because it is assumed 
that these issues are relevant ‘just to’ the only black representative” (p. 205). 
Another form of cultural containment operates through ethnicisation and the 
workings of active tolerance (Essed, 1991, p. 209). Here, the norm of tolerance 
works to structure racism (p. 210). In this dynamic, “the dominant group is expected 
to be tolerant … [and] the dominated must believe in the ‘goodwill’ of the dominant 
group” (p. 210). Essed (1991) observes that “active tolerance is hard to deal with 
because the agents involved are usually convinced that they are making positive 
contributions: they honestly believe they’re doing the right thing because they fulfil 
normative expectations” (p. 210). For Essed (1991), the norm of cultural tolerance 
“legitimizes objectification of blacks for whites to control the nature and extent of 
cultural differences” where the “language of tolerance expresses goodwill, while the 
practice of tolerance means that other cultures are scrutinized, categorized, labelled 
and assessed by dominant norms and values” (p. 211). 
Essed (1991) also applies her analysis through a frame that she terms “the basic 
agenda: perpetuation and subordination” (p. 214). Here Essed (1991) draws attention 
to the conditions under which blacks have to work. Such conditions are shaped by 
white institutions that “have not essentially changed”, so that blacks “are forced to 
adapt” (p. 214). Their employment conditions are “formulated by the dominant 
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group” and because blacks “are not automatically included in the normal fabric of 
institutional life”, they can take “nothing for granted” (p. 214). 
The methodology of this research was operationalised to understand the accounts of 
two groups—white senior executives in the APS and their Indigenous peers—in 
relation to issues concerning Indigenous employment in the APS and other related 
matters. It should be noted that the data collection methods did not require each of 
the groups to interact in any way, so the views, as expressed by each cohort, were not 
elicited in direct consideration of the other group, nor in direct response to the other 
group. 
As stated earlier, part of this dissertation’s central inquiry is the analysis of the 
Indigenous senior executives’ responses to the questions posed at interview. The 
motivation, as such, is to understand “some of the cognitive mechanisms through 
which race conflict is maintained in everyday situations” (Essed, 1991, p. 7). This 
study contextualises the everyday circumstance specifically within the context of 
Indigenous Australian senior public sector executives, who both reflected and drew 
upon their experiences in these subject positions. In doing so, it acknowledges and 
counter balances the point made previously, through Essed (1991), that “racial and 
ethnic prejudice has been studied largely from a white point of view” (p. 7). 
According to Essed (1991), “observed indications of prejudice have not often been 
tested against experiences of black people and their perspectives” (p. 7). In Essed’s 
(1991) view, “generally little attention has been paid to the knowledge, beliefs, 
opinions and attitudes of blacks with respect to the meaning of racism” (p. 7). 
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The experiences of middle-class blacks in the United States (Feagin and Sikes, 1995) 
may be instructive in the Australian context for Indigenous senior executives, where 
both group identities, structured as racial ‘others’, together with middle-class status 
as defined narrowly by income, could provide some basis for comparison between 
the two groups. This is not to suggest or imply that both groups are identical in 
characteristics; in the first instance, each has different histories and experiences with 
white racial bias. This exercise is beyond the parameters of this study. The purpose 
in suggesting potential degrees of alignment is to underscore that colour-blindness, 
silent and everyday racism, as frameworks for understanding the dynamics of racial 
domination, permeate the racially dominated, irrespective of geography. Whiteness is 
omnipresent in such racialised contexts, regardless of class. 
In the following chapters, Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) ideology of colour-blindness, 
Trepagnier’s (2006) theory of silent racism and Essed’s (1991) framework of 
everyday racism are applied. As analytical frameworks, they have substantial utility 
in making sense of the Indigenous and white executives’ accounts of race and racism 
that manifest in both covert and insidious forms of expression. Where relevant, 
greater emphasis will be placed on Essed’s (1991) notion of everyday racism and 
Trepagnier’s (2006) silent racism as being analytical, with Essed’s (1991) work 
being the most informative in the Indigenous responses chapter, given that her study 
incorporated the responses of black women in relation to their experiences of 
everyday racism. 
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3.8 CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this chapter was to articulate the methodology applied to this research 
project. My critical standpoint as an Indigenous male is defined to establish the 
social and epistemic position of myself as the researcher in relation to how I have 
approached this research project. Thus, I have outlined this standpoint according to 
my epistemological, ontological and axiological terms of reference. The research 
method for this project has been critical discourse analysis, undertaken through semi-
structured interviews based on a purposive sample. The interview transcripts that 
provided the data and the analysis is reported in Chapters 4 and 5. 
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CHAPTER 4: INSTITUTIONALISED FAILURE: INDIGENOUS 
EMPLOYMENT IN THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC SERVICE 
4.1 BACKGROUND 
In order to understand the role that the APS plays as a major employer of Indigenous 
people, it is useful to consider Indigenous people’s engagement with Western 
employment structures since colonisation. The history of Australia, as a colonial 
settler state, has had a devastating effect on Indigenous Australians. In addition to the 
enormous disruption to social, political and cultural aspects of Indigenous 
livelihoods, the impact of colonisation extended to Indigenous economic domains 
with the disintegration of natural resources that supported the maintenance of 
traditional lifestyles (Dockery and Milsom, 2007; Kidd, 1997). Where relations and 
interactions with the land once underpinned Indigenous economies, the continual 
expansion of European settlement effectively destroyed the former basis of an 
Indigenous economy (Dockery and Milsom, 2007, p. 8). This chapter begins with a 
discussion of how race has factored in Indigenous economic engagement since the 
advent of colonisation. I then provide an overview of three major reviews into the 
Australian Public Service and consider the way in which ‘racism’ is a factor 
inhibiting Indigenous participation. 
Of particular note is the paucity of literature examining the efficacy of reviews into 
the ways in which the role and culture of the APS impacts upon Indigenous 
employment. Such publications were difficult to locate. This dearth is instructive in 
terms of the lack of a critical concern with Indigenous employment, especially within 
a major employer, and as a matter of concern for the Australian academy. It should 
pass without comment that both are inherently white institutions. 
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4.2 HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
As a central part of the colonial project, the administration and management of 
Indigenous people was predicated on notions of cultural and racial inferiority. 
Indigenous people were positioned as savages, primitive and backward. Accordingly, 
Indigenous people were regarded as being of little economic value and were largely 
ignored as a potential economic resource in labour terms, with the exception of 
limited opportunities in menial tasks (Norris, 2010; Rowley, 1978, Altman and 
Nieuwenhuysen, 1979; Cowlishaw, 1988; McGrath, 1987; Beresford and Omaji, 
1998). The inevitable expansion of white settlement into the rural and/or remote 
regions, which are further away from the temperate climates of south-eastern 
Australia and central trading centres, meant: 
The pastoral industry became more a store cattle industry, and when convicts 
and tickets of leave men were no longer available for labour, that the Aborigine 
in his own country came to form the main core of the labour force. (Rowley, 
1978, p. 85) 
Over time, the formation of missions, cattle stations and designated reserves 
permanently transformed Indigenous lifestyles (May, 1994). As Rowley (1978) 
reported in relation to the stocking of Aboriginal lands, “taking waterholes and the 
thin pastures for cattle left little choice for the hunters of game and the gatherers of 
grass seeds, roots and fruits but starvation and hopeless resistance, or a condition of 
mendicant dependency” (Rowley, 1978, p. 86). 
An overall dependence by Aborigines on the state was imposed in relation to 
fundamental goods and services by virtue of this enforced restriction on freedom of 
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movement. At the same time, Indigenous people forced to live under these conditions 
were to become, by default, a valued source of labour in these institutions (Dockery 
and Milsom, 2007). For Aborigines who chose to maintain an existence ‘on country’, 
they became ‘station blacks’ that “were treated as workers who did not require 
wages” (Rowley, 1978, p. 86). At the same time, Norris (2010) reported that: 
The contribution made to the development of the colonies by those Aborigines 
who in various ways and at various times, such as the gold rushes and on 
pastoral stations, filled gaps in the white labour market, also remained ‘largely 
unrecognised and easily forgotten’. (p. 42) 
Kidd (2000) reported that Aboriginal labour contributed fundamentally to the cost 
effectiveness of missions and fulfilled the British imperative to instil the remedial 
ideology of social responsibility through constancy of physical circumstance. The 
will to work was deemed necessary to overcome the widespread perception of 
Aborigines as indolent and idle as a consequence of their backward civilisation. 
(Kidd, 2000, p. 23; Dockery and Milsom, 2007). Additionally, the inability of 
Europeans to adapt to a tropical climate in states such as Queensland created an acute 
labour shortage in regional areas, which positioned Aboriginal labour as an 
immediate solution (Kidd, 2000, p. 23; Norris, 2010). 
An examination of Indigenous labour in the pastoral, mining, rainforest and maritime 
frontiers shows that the relations between colonists and Indigenous people “… are 
modelled in terms of the assertion of control on the frontier where the primary aim 
was to dispossess the Aborigines of their land to exploit its resources” (Loos, in 
White, 2012, p. 83). 
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The colonist imperative to civilise the Indigenous population in accordance with 
western European standards of society provide the impetus for government to 
implement specific policies that legitimated the forced removal of children from their 
families and communities to schools and missions. The policy objective was to 
facilitate the process of assimilation through a systemic process of formal instruction 
and acculturation into European culture (Dockery and Milsom, 2007). In reality, the 
educative goals for most missions were reduced to domestic training for girls and 
farm labour for boys (Kidd, 2000, p. 22). According to Kidd (2000), the underlying 
logic was that “young Aborigines would be housed, clothed and trained for hiring out 
as tradesmen and domestic servants” (p. 22). 
One characterisation of the economic relations between Indigenous and white 
Australians, over time, has been attributed to the clash of two economies (Norris, 
2010). According to Norris (2010): 
The introduced economy was based on the exploitation of the environment and 
of the labour required to extract the bounty from that environment. In the 
Australian colonies, such an economic structure confronted and overwhelmed 
Indigenous economic arrangements based on the principle of sustainability for 
both the environment and the people who lived in harmony with it. In so doing 
the new economy made little place for the original inhabitants, and even less if 
they wished to enter the new society on their own terms. (pp. 41-42). 
Overall, such relations have been subject to the dominant thinking of the British 
colonisers with respect to race. These dominant beliefs were based on assumptions of 
Indigenous inferiority in relation to ‘civilised’ whites, the perception that Indigenous 
people were “intellectually less capable, lazy and irresponsible and in need of 
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‘improvement’” (Norris, 2010, p. 59). Being positioned as ‘primitive people’, 
Indigenous Australians were regarded as incapable of exercising rational choice in 
their preferences to maintain their own cultures and ways of life (Norris, 2010, 
p. 59). 
Furthermore, the white, dominant, colonial thinking extended notions of Indigenous 
inferiority to beliefs that Indigenous people were “irresponsible and unreliable and 
incapable of looking after their own interests” (Norris, 2010, p. 85). In effect, this 
provided the rationalisation that Indigenous people required close supervision in 
parallel with strict discipline (Norris, 2010). The racial dominance of Indigenous 
people by white people during these periods was underscored by the colonial 
‘necessity’ for white control of the Indigenous ‘problem’ and the subsequent 
application of Eurocentric norms and standards to judge Indigenous capability, both 
of which attributed failure of Indigenous conformity to white British standards of 
civility to cultural deficit and racial inferiority (Norris, 2010). According to Rowley 
(1978), colonial administration discounted Aboriginal people as potential employees 
and that this tradition “was … firmly established that the black was an economic 
liability, not to be employed except as a last resort … he was officially regarded as a 
‘learner’, as someone less equipped than the poorest specimen of white man, and 
paid accordingly (p. 94). 
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There were also reported instances of feudal-style relationships “where [Indigenous] 
groups would set up permanent camp on the pastoral runs and, in exchange for food, 
clothing and some medical care, provide labour in the form of male pastoral work 
and female domestic work” (White, 2012, p. 83). 
The emphasis of the colonial project remained as dispossession of land and the 
exclusion of Indigenous people from the economy. Over time, the contribution of 
Indigenous people to various regional economies is predominantly undocumented 
and, therefore, unrecognised, particularly so in the horticultural, forestry and fishing 
industries (White, 2012). More broadly, White (2012) observed how prominent 
narratives of Australian economic development have disregarded Aboriginal 
participation in the economy more generally (p. 82). Similarly, Rowley (1978) made 
the following conclusion: 
But from the very first, the very skills on which the whole (beef) industry 
depended, the marvellous bushcraft without which the settler would have been 
lost indeed, the reckless energy, and the skill in the handling of animals, have 
been denied while being exploited. (p. 95) 
Of greater concern is that the racist beliefs, attitudes and assumptions imported via 
the British colonisation project from 1788 onwards continue to resonate in 
contemporary Australia. As Norris (2010) contends: 
The old ideas about Indigenous Australians held even before colonisation and 
ever since may have diminished in their power and ubiquity, but they continue 
to have an undue influence on policy in relation to Indigenous Australians in the 
economy. This is reflected in a consistent and continuous failure of 
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governments in recent years to consult fully and openly with Indigenous people 
on issues which directly affect them. (p. 171) 
The continuing influence of these ‘old ideas’ persisted uninterrupted, even while 
seemingly more enlightened and progressive initiatives emerged. In 1976, The 
Whitlam government instigated a Royal Commission for ‘Australian Government 
and Administration’ and, for the first time, Indigenous involvement in the design and 
execution of policy was considered. The Commonwealth government then 
introduced the ‘National Employment Strategy for Aboriginals’ (NESA) in 1977. 
This initiative proposed several remedies for improving Indigenous employment 
rates, such as a reallocation of unemployment benefits to allow remote communities 
to provide work, national promotional and recruitment campaign, increased training 
opportunities, and supporting state and local governments to promote Indigenous 
employment. In terms of the APS and other Commonwealth agencies, a training 
scheme was proposed whereby Indigenous people would be ‘job ready ‘once 
completed. Concern with continuing poor employment rates, however, necessitated 
another review, the Hawke government’s ‘Committee of Review into Aboriginal 
Employment and Training Programs’ (the Miller Report) in 1985 (Miller, 1985). 
The Miller Report found no evidence that the much vaunted NESA strategy had any 
discernible effect on employment rates and largely attributed this failure to the lack 
of a cohesive strategy. The report went further, to criticise the failure of any one 
Commonwealth agency to take responsibility for implementation. As the ‘old ideas’ 
continued to percolate and Aboriginal disadvantage continued unabated, a welter of 
government initiatives followed. Firstly, the government responded with the1986 
‘Aboriginal Employment Development Policy’ (AEDP). The AEDP had broad and 
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long term goals to improve employment, income and education equity. There 
followed the Keating government’s 1994 ‘Working Nation’ package (Keating, 1994), 
which included an initiative to guarantee long term job-seekers access to either 
employment or training, or both, and with a particular focus on the APS. Five years 
later, in 1999, the Howard government introduced the ‘Indigenous Employment 
Policy’ (IEP) and, in 2005, the APS ‘Indigenous Employment and Capability 
Strategy’ emerged to much fanfare and optimism. Yet, in each of these examples, the 
reiteration of efforts to address unemployment issues is not so much a mark of 
commitment and concern, as one of floundering in the face asymmetrical race 
relations and the continuing purchase of ‘old ideas’. 
Racist beliefs continue to underpin Australian employment relations and past reviews 
of the APS are instructive with regard to the way race continues to resonate within 
Indigenous employment. The following sections in this chapter provide an overview 
of the various policy shifts, programmatic reviews and initiatives that have occurred 
over the past 40 years with respect to Indigenous employment in the APS. The lack 
of success, the persistence of failure and the perpetuity of colonial intellectual 
frameworks contribute to an understanding of how the complete lack of progress can 
become seemingly unremarkable and devoid of any rigorous scrutiny as a catalyst for 
change. 
4.3 PAST REVIEWS OF THE APS 
In keeping with more general Indigenous employment initiatives, 40 years of policy 
development designed to improve the number and influence of Indigenous 
Australians employed in the APS has resulted little progress. Various reviews have 
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been commissioned to examine the reasons for the lack of improvement, and 
common to all is an approach whereby prevailing explanations are first considered 
followed by a consideration of why remedial initiatives have met with little success. 
Each review then highlights additional influences that were not previously 
considered. All were in concert with wider Commonwealth government policies 
designed to improve the proportion of APS positions occupied by Indigenous 
Australians; and to ensure a greater representation of Indigenous employees at 
decision-making levels .Yet in the case of each it is clear that the review was 
warranted because the preceding review failed in attempts to ameliorate the 
worsening employment figures. That continual reviews were needed is testament to 
the failure to identify the core explanation, namely the asymmetrical race relations 
that underpin the APS and which continually favours white employees and their 
influence over Indigenous affairs and employment. 
4.4 THE COOMBS REPORT 
In 1974, the Prime Minister established the ‘Royal Commission on Australian 
Government Administration’, chaired by H.C. (Nugget) Coombs. Coombs had been 
previously involved with the publication of the white paper about full employment in 
Australia (Cornish, 1981). At the time, Coombs was also Chair of the Council for 
Aboriginal Affairs (Bourke, Hawker, Nethercote & Tucker, 1975). The Coombs 
Commission was the first independent and wide-ranging inquiry into the Australian 
Public Service in nearly 60 years (Spooner & Haidar, 2008). The Commission was 
also the first extensive inquiry into public service employment in nearly two decades, 
following the Boyer Committee’s review on recruitment in 1957-58 (Bourke et al., 
1975). 
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The Royal Commission found that there were small numbers of Aboriginal 
Australians employed in the APS or other government agencies. However, long-
standing patterns of discrimination were implied as being the reason for the failure of 
the Commonwealth government to implement an earlier Public Service Board 
directive to increase the number of Indigenous employees in the APS. It also found 
that an innovative program of targeted recruitment, training and experience could be 
effective within less than a decade if underpinned by neutral recruitment, selection 
and promotion processes. Finally, the Commission reported that the necessary 
educational qualifications for employment in the APS had not been accessible to 
Aboriginal Australians. 
While the Commission presented a 438 page final report with four volumes of 
appendices in 1977, only a small number of sections related specifically to access by 
Indigenous Australians to employment within the APS and other government 
agencies. The report significantly influenced initiatives to enhance the APS’s 
efficiency, responsiveness and accountability since its release (Spooner & Haidar, 
2008), but these level of reforms did not extend to Indigenous employment 
outcomes. Even then, the imperatives of a white racially biased public service were 
constituted as representative of the priorities for the Australian Public Service. 
Indigenous Australians remained at the periphery and were most likely under 
pressure to assimilate in order to access the benefits of the broader reforms. 
As part of its review the Commission conducted extensive internal research that was 
supplemented by more than forty external research projects undertaken by various 
academics and commercial consultants. Yet of the many distinct themes that 
emerged from the research program, none were considered necessary to include a 
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specific focus on Aboriginal or Indigenous issues (Spooner & Haidar, 2008). Clearly, 
Indigenous issues were neither paramount to the APS nor distinctive and it was likely 
that any such issues identified would be subsumed within those of the mainstream. 
Further, there was only one consultant (out of 30) engaged to examine Aboriginal 
Relations; the then Director of the National Academy of Social Sciences (Spooner & 
Haidar, 2008). The report discussed the administration of Aboriginal affairs and 
recommended the formation of an Aboriginal affairs council that would be chaired 
by the relevant Minister. The membership included both public servants and selected 
individuals whose primary role was to provide high-level policy advice. 
4.4.1 Specific Findings and Actions to Promote Equality in Employment 
As part of its review, the panel made specific inquiries in relation to Public Service 
Board Circular 1973/46, ‘Employment of Aboriginals: Further Measures’ (Section 
8.3.15, pp. 187-188). This circular had requested departments to review as a matter 
of priority the provision of those functions, cross referenced by location of delivery, 
which required that services be provided to significant numbers of Aboriginal 
peoples. It was intended that this review would identify existing jobs or potential 
jobs where Indigeneity could be a significant capability in achieving efficient 
performance of duties. The panel concluded from the information available that 
departments did not actively or effectively carry out this review (Spooner & Haidar, 
2008). Clearly, race was implicated in the decision to not implement the 
recommendation which designated that Indigeneity was an advantage in accessing 
employment opportunities within the APS. 
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The Review saw potential opportunities for generating new employment strategies 
for Indigenous people that were linked to training and education. Consistent with this 
vision, the report reflected that: 
Special and urgent action is needed to train Aboriginals for this work if it is not 
to remain substantially closed to them … a bold and imaginative program of 
special recruitment, training and experience could achieve substantial 
Aboriginal participation in departmental work within a few years and thereafter 
ensure in all government departments and agencies fair and reasonable 
opportunities for Aboriginal Australians. Negligible numbers of Aboriginal 
Australians are employed in the Public Service and few in government 
employment generally. This reflects primarily the fact that access to the sources 
of educational qualifications necessary has in the past not been open to them. 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1976, p. 188) 
This finding reflects a colour-blind white benevolence. Prospective Indigenous 
employees require ‘special and urgent’ training as part of a ‘bold and imaginative’ 
program of ‘special recruitment’ to ensure ‘fair and reasonable’ opportunities were 
provided to Indigenous people. The language expressed in this instance suggests the 
need for an extraordinary set of arrangements to be planned, developed and 
implemented in order to recruit Indigenous people into the APS. The transformation 
of existing mainstream structures, systems and processes to become more culturally 
responsive and racially inclusive was seemingly not an option for the review. The 
other way colour-blindness manifests itself in this finding is the panel’s conclusion 
that the lack of access to a quality education best explains the lack of APS 
Indigenous employees. Interestingly, racism and discrimination are not considered 
here but feature prominently later in the report. 
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The review responded to the Indigenous employment dilemma through 
Recommendation 136. This seven-part recommendation sought to authorise the 
Public Service Board to “design and put into effect a 5-10 year program of special 
recruitment and training of Aboriginals in the administration generally” 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 1976, pp. 188-189 ). Not surprisingly, the review 
limited prospective Indigenous APS employment specifically to “the department of 
Aboriginal Affairs, and other departments with significant Aboriginal to total client 
ratios” (p. 188 ). This initial part of the recommendation established a racial division 
of labour by limiting the number of ‘spaces and places’ Indigenous people could 
work and what programs were deemed suitable in relation to Indigenous capability 
(pp. 188-189). Predictably, these were invariably Indigenous specific programs 
(pp. 188-189). 
The review panel also recommended that this program be offered through 
traineeships which were not onerous nor cumbersome, but “of limited but adequate 
duration designed to enable successful trainees to apply for base grade and lateral 
appointments to the relevant levels and sections of the Public Service and other 
agencies” (p. 188 ). 
In the third part of the recommendation, the panel reiterated that all departments 
should immediately undertake the review proposed by the Board in its 1973 circular 
(p. 188). In doing so, departments were to develop new and formalised employment 
opportunities for Indigenous peoples through the amendment of duty statements, the 
preparation of relevant guidelines “for the use of personnel sections in departments” 
(p. 188) to assist them in “recruiting persons to positions for which an Aboriginal 
background is a significant factor in the efficient performance of the duties 
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concerned” (p. 188). It would be reasonable to assume that the lowering of 
expectations was not extended to white capabilities. It was also the view of the 
review panel that the Office of Equality in Employment provided assistance to 
departments in the review process (p. 189). 
The review panel also advocated that its new Indigenous employment plan include 
the development of “appropriately designed programs of general education, 
specialised training and graduated experience” (p. 188). These programs were to 
“equip different categories of trainees to enter Commonwealth Government 
employment at various levels” (p. 188)” according to Individual capability, and these 
programs were to be provided externally “as far as possible by institutions outside 
the government service by special arrangements where these are necessary” (p. 188 ). 
The panel also proposed that the Office of Equality in Employment within the Public 
Service Board and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs “be responsible for the 
development and supervision of these programs” (p. 189). Finally the panel 
requested that that the Office of Equality in Employment “report annually to the 
Board and to the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs on progress achieved” (p. 189). 
It is clear that, although the review panel had attempted to take a strategic approach 
to a complex set of issues, they also demonstrated the realisation that achieving 
Indigenous employment outcomes would be complicated. Their suggested plan 
sought to address perceived Indigenous education deficits while simultaneously 
developing an organisational capacity to employ prospective Indigenous employees. 
The plan’s focus on the provision of education to all Indigenous employees reveals 
as much about the failure of the white Australian education system as it does about 
low white expectations concerning Indigenous employability. 
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The review also considered the influence of racism and discrimination. For example, 
in Section 8.3.22, the Commission concluded that: 
Some apparently neutral recruitment, selection and promotion processes serve 
to perpetuate the results of past discrimination and to compound existing 
inequalities. Special programs will in some instances be necessary to correct 
such long-standing patterns of inequality. (Coombs, 1977, p. 190) 
Approximately 35 years before this dissertation investigated whether race matters in 
APS Indigenous employment, the Coombs review reported their concerns about the 
discriminatory nature of APS recruitment selection and promotion processes. 
Specifically their reference to ‘apparently neutral’ processes that ‘perpetuate’ and 
‘compound existing inequalities’ demonstrates recognition that there exists a racially 
biased application of the merit principle within the APS. In essence, the review panel 
implied that the low rates of Indigenous employee participation within the APS at the 
time could not be explained by abstract notions of unsuccessful participation in 
‘neutral’ processes underpinned by values of fairness and competition, but were 
more likely to be the result of internal race prejudice and discrimination. As a 
consequence, the panel inferred that the APS effectively not only upheld existing 
racial inequalities, but was an active agent in contributing to these ‘long standing 
patterns’. Interestingly, the review panel appeared to have baulked at any 
consideration to address the corporate culture of the APS by formally attending to 
attitudes of racial prejudice and bias. Instead, the review panel recommend the 
creation of ‘special programs’ as the means by which these issues ought to be 
managed. 
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The panels’ strategic preference for a ‘special program’ reflects a white racial bias 
that seeks to keep the issues of the racial other at a distance from its central 
operations such that they are likely to have little traction and/or status within the 
organisation. Such strategies are inevitably ineffectual because they are seldom 
implemented by those responsible. For example, the panel itself reported on the 
failure of departments to implement an earlier public service board directive to 
increase Indigenous employment. These departments also failed to undertake a 
review of existing Indigenous positions and their suitability to be re-located in 
programs with specific Indigenous imperatives suggesting. The failure to implement 
such initiatives is further complicated by the apparent lack of accountability or 
consequences for this dereliction of responsibility by white managers. As will 
become evident, the panel’s concerns in 1977 continue to manifest in the present. 
As a result of the panel’s observation, Recommendation 139 (Coombs, 1977, p. 191) 
proposed that anti-discrimination legislation be prepared and enacted regarding 
employment in all agencies of the Commonwealth government subject to the 
qualification that “this law should however provide that this requirement should not 
prevent action, taken with the approval or on direction from the Executive Council, 
to confer rights or advantages on members of a group designated as disadvantaged” 
(p. 191). 
Indigenous people were specifically noted by the report as a disadvantaged group 
and the establishment of assistance programs for them were required in order to 
eliminate discrimination in government employment programs. Again, the preferred 
option was to introduce additional ‘rights or advantages’ to Indigenous people as the 
racially disadvantaged rather than confront the racist attitudes and beliefs of the 
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racially advantaged white APS workforce. Yet the Commission recognised that 
legislation alone was not sufficient to achieve this objective, noting that: 
To correct the consequences of past discrimination, to achieve real equality of 
access to the sources of the skills upon which success in government 
employment increasingly depends, or to bring under sharper notice 
discriminations which are built into the system. (Coombs, 1977, p. 191) 
Consequently, Recommendation 140 of the Commission sought to establish an 
Office of Equality in Employment, which was to possess a wide-ranging charter to 
pursue anti-discrimination work. In particular, the Commission recommended that 
the charter included a mandate to deal with discrimination against Indigenous 
Australians in public service employment. The Commission, therefore, proposed that 
“the immediate task of the Office would be to oversee the implementation of policies 
in relation to Aboriginal Australians ... while special programs for them continue to 
be necessary” (Coombs, 1977, p. 192). 
The review panel also suggested these programs be experimental, with staffing 
requirements for the Office based on flexibility, including the ability to communicate 
with members of disadvantaged groups. The Panel recommended that the onus of 
proof that discrimination did not occur in individual cases would rest with the 
agency, whose responsibility it would be “… to establish that discrimination has not 
occurred and that no form of indirect or systematic discrimination has prejudiced 
opportunities open to the individual complainant” (Coombs, 1977, p. 193). 
The Review understood that discrimination was institutionalised and recommended a 
legislative response but understood discrimination as the acts of a few. Thus, the 
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legislative response was underpinned by a colour-blindness discursively positioning 
white people as being race neutral in their everyday practice which then makes acts 
of racism seem exceptional. This is how silent racism feeds everyday racism through 
a colour-blind ideology. Recommendation 142 of the Review stated the Office 
should collect information about “discrimination which is built into the ways 
government employment is administered, and having identified the source of bias, 
should consider and recommend means for correcting it” (Coombs, 1977, p. 192). 
In order to achieve these objectives, the Review Panel believed the Office should 
have had ready access to heads of departments as well as the power to commission 
reports from all agencies. The Panel acknowledged that a statutory requirement of 
this nature would impose new responsibilities on Heads of Departments and other 
delegated authorities, so additional recommendations emphasised the staffing 
requirements necessary and commensurate to the tasks were included. However, the 
recommendation abdicated responsibility by not acknowledged the white racial bias 
that engenders discriminatory acts. Similarly there were no recommendations that 
defined and thereby classified certain employment practices as illegal, or provided 
avenues for civil actions to address discrimination. The Review recognised the need 
to have clearly defined actions against breaches. The Commission believed that the 
development, implementation and measurement of these policies and responses 
would be iterative. This was seen to be more in the spirit of the innovative changes 
needed to make the APS more responsive to, and reflective of, both the community’s 
needs and demographic composition. In doing so the Commission was adopting a 
progressive agenda which addressed individual acts of discrimination while 
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reaffirming the workings of a racially biased hierarchy that is colour-blind and power 
evasive. 
The Review considered that racism is not systemic and addressing racist acts should 
be the responsibility of individual managers as it noted, “such conciliation, the 
proposed statutory obligation on managers to avoid discrimination, and the 
possibility of public censure of any unwillingness to implement equal opportunity 
policies, should in most cases lead to satisfactory resolution of the difficulty” 
(Coombs, 1977, p. 193). 
Of note is that one Commissioner of the Review expressed the reservation that the 
proposed recommendations did not go far enough, and required some ‘ultimate 
sanction’ from an authority external to the Public Service. Without these, the 
Commissioner concluded that “institutional pressure in Commonwealth employment 
against inequality in employment is likely to continue to lag behind overseas practice 
and what is necessary to change attitudes” (Coombs, 1977, p. 194). 
The Royal Commission demonstrated its preparedness to confront the challenges of 
individual racist acts in order to achieve better employment outcomes for Indigenous 
Australians. Its readiness to directly address individual practices of racism and 
discrimination through managerial responsibility for the detection, reporting and 
accountability underpinned by formal lines of accountability were commendable, and 
even pioneering for that era. Yet it becomes apparent that the rationale for the 
development of these strategies required that both prospective and current 
Indigenous employees be positioned as ‘disadvantaged’ due to our overall lack. 
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These deficits were to be resolved through remedies that relied on deficit as a given 
as the suggested training program was intended for all Indigenous employees. 
In responding to the finding of discrimination, the Commission’s proposed courses 
of action were premised on the assumption of an everyday common-sense 
understanding of racism. While the potential for intentional overt racist acts were 
more commonplace in that period, the Commission appeared to focus its strategies 
for redress on individual managers. However, racism operates necessarily through 
routine everyday acts that are largely unnoticed by perpetrators, and bystanders, in 
the dominant white group (Essed, 1991; Trepagnier, 2010). While instances of 
blatant and overt forms of racist behaviour are likely to have been significantly 
reduced, the routine acts of everyday racism would remain and continue to occur 
without any systemic response available to facilitate reporting by victims, together 
with the absence of accompanying formal and independent detection and response 
mechanisms per se. 
Such acts of everyday racism would defeat the Office of Equality in Employment to 
effectively fulfil its responsibilities, given that white staff function comfortably 
within a racially biased system that is invisible to them. Thus, the Office being 
effective in monitoring the APS for instances of racial bias and discrimination would 
have been minimal. Fundamentally, it would have been unrealistic to expect the staff 
to disengage themselves from the ideas, assumptions, values, beliefs and attitudes of 
a white racial hierarchy that had shaped and defined them. The capacity to assume a 
critical position outside of this racial frame in order to appraise was necessary to 
fulfil the mandate of the Office and, while it would have been highly commendable 
for the staff to achieve this level of anti-racist detachment, it is more likely to have 
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been realistically impossible in the absence of any formal systemic recognition of 
race inequality and its effects inside the APS. 
4.5 THE MILLER REPORT 
The next major report on Indigenous employment was the Miller Report, which was 
jointly commissioned by the Ministers’ for Employment and Industrial Relations, 
and Aboriginal Affairs in 1984. The final report was submitted in 1985. The review 
was tasked with examining all Commonwealth government Aboriginal employment 
and training programs to determine if they were appropriate, and if a more effective 
strategy could be identified and implemented (Miller, 1985). As a portent of the 
Review’s intention, the opening sentence of the Review report stated, 
As we approach the year of Australia’s bi-centennial celebrations it remains 
overwhelmingly obvious that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians 
have little cause for celebration. To say their employment situation has reached 
a crisis point would be an understatement (Miller, 1985, p. 3). 
The Miller Report was the first comprehensive examination of Indigenous 
employment and vocational educational programs in Australia. In this section, the 
main findings of the report are summarised in regard to Indigenous economic and 
employment imperatives. 
4.5.1 The National Employment Strategy for Aboriginals 
The National Employment Strategy for Aboriginals (NESA) program—established 
after the Coombs Royal Commission—was the subject of the Miller Report (Miller, 
1985). Equally disappointing, but unsurprisingly, the Miller Review Committee 
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reported that the impact of the NESA within the APS had been marginal (Miller, 
1985, p. 5). The Miller Review Committee found no evidence of NESA having been 
implemented as a cohesive strategy within the APS, and responsibility for the 
integrity of the program had not been accepted by any Government agency (Miller, 
1985). According to the Miller Review: 
The explanation for the lack of action on these matters can only have been a 
lack of bureaucratic commitment and failure to identify where responsibility for 
the Strategy as a whole has rested in the government machine (Miller, 1985, 
p. 5). 
The Report found that the objectives articulated in the NESA had been largely 
ignored at the bureaucratic level and that the program of ongoing review had not 
been implemented (Miller, 1985, pp. 5-6). The Review cited a number of examples 
to demonstrate how the Commonwealth government had not implemented the 
strategy. These including the failure to apply staff ceiling increases so as to facilitate 
the employment of more Indigenous people, no consideration of, or engagement 
with, positive discrimination legislation by any department, and no additional work 
undertaken by the Department of Education to better prepare Indigenous people for 
an APS work environment (Miller, 1985, pp. 5-6). The review observed that with the 
exception of the Department of Employment and Industrial Relations and the Public 
Service Board, the overall lack of effort in other areas across government to 
implement the strategy, and the subsequent paucity of results arising from the 
strategy “were, at best, disappointing” (Miller, 1985, p. 5). The failure to galvanise 
any form of commitment within the APS to implement the imperatives set by the 
Royal Commission shows little had been accomplished to address the underlying 
issues within the APS that had been the cause of Coombs’ reservations. This 
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suggests that not only were Indigenous interests marginalised and ignored by white 
senior executives, it also infers forms of apathy and ineptitude as forms of white 
resistance to addressing Indigenous disadvantage. It is reasonable to conclude that 
the systems embedded within the APS’s white racial sought to protect existing 
systems of power and privilege by working to ensure racially exclusive spaces for 
white people. Of greater concern is the seemingly lack of accountability for this 
reported non-action. Clearly, there appeared to be little if any consequences for white 
executives not applying the Indigenous policy imperatives of government at the time. 
The Review Committee identified a host of other contributing factors to the failed 
implementation of the NESA. These factors included an almost exclusive 
concentration by APS departments on short-term job creation coupled with a 
corresponding lack of emphasis on long-term or career development initiatives, a 
lack of cohesiveness and co-ordination in implementation of the strategy overall, the 
failure to achieve private sector commitment, and a failure to extend the Community 
Development Employment Program (Miller, 1985, p. 9). The cumulative failure to 
implement these initiatives is also indicative of a prevailing set of beliefs and 
assumptions regarding both Indigenous employability and capabilities. Specifically, 
it may reflect racially constructed ideas about Indigenous deficit and the subsequent 
futility in attempting to apply a set of strategies that it is assumed will achieve little 
to overcome cultural limitations. 
The Miller Review Committee’s explanations for the failure of NESA were contrary 
to the hopes and good faith underscoring the Coombs Report. The Coombs 
recommendations for overcoming systemic bureaucratic discrimination (in most 
cases) had been vested in the mix of the proposed statutory obligation on managers 
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and the possibility of public censure targeting any unwillingness to implement equal 
opportunity policies. In the first instance, the Miller Review concluded “the 
preservation of inequity tempered by benevolent or grudging charity which continues 
to characterise the welfare approach of Australian governments to Aboriginal people 
cannot continue (Miller, 1985, p. 6). 
Secondly, the Miller Review found that: 
In recommending that more be done to assist Aboriginal development the 
Committee is aware of the present dilemma of the Australian Government … as 
regards the apparent backlash from the wider community. Our examination of 
the situation suggests that whatever backlash there is, is based on ignorance. It 
reflects unfounded fears created by vested interest groups (Miller, 1985, p. 7). 
Here the Miller Review makes explicit by reference the subversive nature of 
institutional racism. In the first statement, a seemingly entrenched organisational 
paralysis to achieving reforms to assist Indigenous employment prospects is captured 
through the reference to ‘the preservation of inequity’. The vestiges of a racial 
division of labour become evident through the unequal power relations between 
Indigenous and white employees as inferred in the quote. Not only do things not 
change for Indigenous people, but any attempt to address these inequities are 
couched as ‘benevolent or grudging charity’ by white staff. The lack of action and 
the associated white resentment, which accompanies any attempts to achieve forms 
of redress, constitute a white investment in maintaining the status quo of white racial 
bias. 
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 This is borne out in the second quotation where the potential for a white backlash is 
foreshadowed - prompted by government intentions to assist Indigenous people 
obtain employment through ‘special’ programs. The ‘fears’ and ‘vested interests’ of 
white people to these corrective measures are again based on the perceived threats to 
the established racial order in which white interests are always in the ascendancy, 
while Indigenous claims to reparation are cast as illegitimate and undeserving. This 
form of white resistance to redefining the dynamics of racial power is a direct 
consequence of the colonial history of Australia and it is timely to examine the 
historic nature of Indigenous involvement in the Australian labour market. 
4.5.2 The Historical Context of Aboriginal Involvement in the Labour Market 
The Miller Report noted the categorisation of four generally defined groups of 
Aboriginal populations, outstations, Aboriginal towns, small non-Aboriginal towns, 
and cities, with acknowledgement of the distinct economic circumstances within 
each population (Miller, 1985, pp. 34-38). The Review found there was a continued 
trend by Aboriginal people to move to cities as rural employment opportunities 
declined although there remained a geographic concentration of Indigenous 
population in rural and remote areas (Miller, 1985, p. 43). The report noted that an 
estimated 25-33% of the total Indigenous population lived in remote communities 
(including missions, reserves and Aboriginal-owned pastoral leases), with nearly 
90% of this population in the Northern Australia (Miller, 1985, p. 72). Private sector 
employment was not available at all in 35% of these communities, and additionally 
there was only a single mode of regular employment in nearly 40% of remote 
communities, almost always in the form of government employment, with few 
opportunities for regular employment (Miller, 1985, p. 77). 
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The Report found evidence that a reversal of the rural to urban drift was occurring. 
The panel believed this movement indicated that combination of high unemployment 
in cities, the alienation from family and familiar lifestyles, the minimal chance of 
finding employment when there, and the higher living urban standards produced the 
reverse drift (Miller, 1985, p. 45). This pattern of movement was found to be a 
reasonable indication of the dependence of many Aboriginal people upon 
employment opportunities and their choice of location (Miller, 1985, p. 45). The 
report also found the lack of opportunity to gain economic security through wage 
employment had resulted in Indigenous people using alternative coping mechanisms, 
such as the sharing of resources and an enhanced sense of group solidarity as 
resistance to the emphases on individualism and materialism found in wider western 
society (Miller, 1985, p. 31). 
The report stated that changes in Indigenous lifestyles conflicted with those of wider 
society and that unemployment for Indigenous people was as much a result of 
historical processes as it was a function of structural difficulties they experienced in 
the labour market as a whole (Miller, 1985, p. 39). Importantly, the report noted that 
the difficulty in obtaining paid employment had led Aboriginal people to becoming 
increasingly dependent on government transfer payments as a source of income, with 
an estimated 71% of national Aboriginal income derived from government transfers 
described as social welfare (Miller, 1985, p. 40). 
The Review also found that the manifestation of various socio-cultural characteristics 
commonly attributed as peculiar to Indigenous peoples was often cited as the reasons 
for Aboriginal unemployment. In this way Indigenous culture was positioned as the 
definitive problem, contributing to an overall lack of Indigenous achievement and 
 103
formed the basis of the colonialist view that Aboriginal people lacked work 
motivation. The report stated that negative stereotypes had evolved that presumed: 
Aboriginal people did not want to work because their needs were less than those 
of the rest of society; and/or they had no need to work because they could 
always rely on the shared results of (each other’s) labour; and/or they only 
worked enough to buy what they needed, then disengaged; and/or they were 
more concerned with family relationships and missed work for the slightest 
family reason. (Miller, 1985, p. 31) 
As noted by the review panel, attribution of these characteristics as culturally specific 
to Indigenous people constituted the application of negative racial stereotypes by 
white Australia to explain Indigenous disadvantage. In this way, the lack of 
employment success for Indigenous people is not explained as the consequence of 
asymmetrical race relations, but as the product of Indigenous cultural deficit in 
supposedly non-racial terms. It is a form of racism that centres Indigeneity and 
cultural differences as determinants of disadvantage in lieu of unequal race relations. 
In response, an alternative view was put forward by the Miller Review that: 
In fact they are the results of learning to cope with unemployment as the norm. 
There is no reason to believe that achievement of higher levels of employment 
for Aboriginal people would be inhibited by the existence of these social 
mechanisms. Indeed they may prove to be attributes in the development of the 
economic basis for improving the Aboriginal employment situation. (Miller, 
1985, pp. 31-32) 
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Clearly race had mattered in these analyses of poor Indigenous labour market 
participation. The protection of cultural deficit and inferiority onto all Indigenous 
peoples removes race dominance from any culpability. As stated previously, the 
racial inequities produced by asymmetrical race relations are instead attributed to 
cultural characteristics than the systemic production of privilege and power. These 
inequities extend to Indigenous participation in the labour market and the Indigenous 
experience at this interface is discussed in the following section. 
4.5.3 The experience of Indigenous People in the Regular Labour market 
Statistics from the 1981 Census of Population and Housing were the most recent 
figures available to the Review Committee at the time, and showed Aboriginal 
people comprised slightly less than 1% of the total population aged 15 years or more, 
yet Aboriginal employment accounted for only 0.5% of employment, while 
Aboriginal unemployment accounted for nearly 3% of all unemployment (Miller, 
1985, p. 45). The Review Committee found “appallingly high levels of 
unemployment and low levels of employment …” (Miller, 1985, p. 50) in the prime 
age group of people between 25 and 44 years old. 
Significantly, the report found that employment prospects for Indigenous Australians 
had experienced significant deterioration in the decade between the early 1970s and 
the 1981 census “the really disturbing pattern, however, was that the proportion of 
Aboriginal people aged 15 years and more in employment declined massively 
between 1971 and 1981 … Moreover, the proportion who were recorded as 
unemployed grew threefold (Miller, 1985, p. 46). 
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These rates were disproportionate to the broader Australian population, where rates 
of employment had not fallen in any significant way. The report stated that 
Indigenous people “were not able to make significant inroads into the labour market 
via increased participation”, and that any further deterioration in the labour market 
“decimated their already low levels of employment” (Miller, 1985, p. 46). The report 
found that unemployment among Indigenous teenagers and people aged 20 to 24, as 
well as the cohort aged 45 to 54 years were approximately three times higher than the 
broader population. In the age group between 25 to 44 years, the rate was 
approximately five times higher (Miller, 1985, pp. 67-68). 
The Review Committee noted a common belief that while the Census reported lower 
rates of Indigenous people in its count, it had also found that the states with the 
lowest proportion of Indigenous people were generally the states with the lowest 
levels of rural isolation. These states subsequently had the highest levels of 
Aboriginal employment (Miller, 1985, p. 51). They also noted the extremely low rate 
of Indigenous unemployment in the Northern Territory was almost certainly the 
result of the poor data collection of Indigenous unemployment, and was not an 
accurate account of the actual situation. The report noted that the level and quality of 
information available at the time meant the evidence was suggestive rather than 
strongly indicative, stating that: 
Therefore with the available data there is no way of telling whether the higher 
rates of non-participation are due largely to higher levels of hidden 
unemployment or to a higher incidence of the desire not to participate in the 
labour force. Obviously the fact that legitimate economic activities outside of 
the regular economic system are not considered as employment … leads to a 
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further complication in accurately depicting the true levels of Aboriginal 
joblessness in Australia. (Miller, 1985, p. 72) 
In this instance, the Committee concluded that: 
The concept of hidden unemployment would almost certainly apply more so to 
Aboriginal people than to others because of the large number of Aboriginal 
people living in very isolated areas where few or no regular employment 
opportunities exist … In other situations the existence of discrimination against 
Aboriginal people could lead to higher levels of discouragement and, as a 
consequence, to unwillingness on the part of Aboriginal people without work to 
engage in active job search. Such people would be counted as not in the labour 
force rather than as unemployed, even though they want jobs (Miller, 1985, 
p. 71) 
In noting discrimination as a factor to contributing to Indigenous unemployment, the 
report alludes to the pervasive influence of racism and how it can subvert Indigenous 
efforts to enter the labour market (Miller, 1985, p. 92). At the macro level, its 
influence as evidenced by the absence of labour markets and consequently the dearth 
of opportunities for work in geographical spaces occupied primarily by Indigenous 
peoples. At another level, the report suggests racism produces discriminatory effects 
that manifest as discouragement to Indigenous jobseekers, and the subsequent 
avoidance of exposure to racism by Indigenous people is presented as an 
unwillingness to work (Miller, 1985, pp. 92-93). 
Additionally, the proportion of Indigenous people unemployed for nine months or 
more compared to all Australians was significantly higher across sex and age groups, 
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and in fact this was more pronounced for women than for men (Miller, 1985, p. 51). 
In proportionate terms, there were more Indigenous people in the younger age 
bracket than was the case in the broader population, and the report noted young 
people had difficulty in accessing the labour market (Miller, 1985, p. 50). The 
Review Committee also noted the rates of hidden unemployment were likely to be 
very high in the older age groups (Miller, 1985, p. 50). 
In terms of employment categories, the report noted the bulk of Aboriginal 
employment occurred in the areas of less skilled process and labouring work (Miller, 
1985, p. 52). Three occupational categories employed the majority of Aboriginal 
people: process workers, labourers and trades; rural workers; sport and recreation 
workers (Miller, 1985, p. 52), with the proportion of Indigenous employees in these 
areas had fallen in the previous decade. Proportionally, these employment types in 
rural areas were less than half in the 1981 census than it had been in the 1971 census, 
representing a significant impact on the overall Indigenous employment situation 
(Miller, 1985, p. 52). 
According to the review, the 1971-81 decade showed an increased number of 
qualified Indigenous people in the professional, technical and clerical occupations 
but the rate of employment in these areas only accounted for about 50% of 
Indigenous Australians compared with the broader population (Miller, 1985). Instead 
the report noted that Aboriginal people were far more reliant on waged and salaried 
employment than the broader Australian population; with the data showing 
Indigenous employment in the private sector was very much lower than for other 
people (Miller, 1985, p. 59). The level of self-employment had declined since the 
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early 1970s and the number of Indigenous businesses had only marginally risen, 
from a “miniscule” baseline (Miller, 1985, p. 59). 
By 1981, the rate of Indigenous employers was eight times lower and the self-
employment of Indigenous people was five times lower than the broader population 
(Miller, 1985, p. 52). Again the Review Committee noted that with the exception of 
trades, Indigenous employment was predominantly in occupational areas described 
as unskilled and low paying, with little or no qualifications required for entry, 
affording little in the way of job security or career progression and relied on 
seasonal, casual and temporary employment (Miller, 1985, p. 52). This employment 
profile also mirrors the dominant set of white beliefs that produce negative 
stereotypes of Indigenous employability. These paradigms confine Indigenous 
capabilities to work best described as menial and simplistic. 
The Committee’s assessment of the mining sector provided an insight into the levels 
of apathy and malaise inherent on national employment markets when they observed: 
… we can see that despite all the rhetoric about the increased importance of 
mining as a source of employment for Aboriginal workers, mining has never 
been more than a very unimportant source of Aboriginal employment, its actual 
relative importance having declined by nearly 50 per cent between 1971 and 
1981. (Miller, 1985, p. 52) 
The review’s analysis of Indigenous employment demonstrated that Indigeneity was 
the most influential category in determining employment success for Indigenous 
Australians. Age, gender, industry sector, qualifications, and place of residence were 
not necessarily individualised factors which determined employability per se, but 
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attained a higher level of significance when combined with racist stereotypes. 
Construed this way, these factors become the evidentiary base for the exercise of 
racial bias and discrimination. Accordingly, what might be understood as non-racial 
(for example, age, gender) determinants are reframed as having racial significance so 
as to form the rationale for Indigenous unemployment. 
4.5.4 Education and its Impact on Employment Access 
Education and accredited training have a significant impact in gaining access to 
employment, but also to more rewarding, secure and higher paying jobs, which 
generally require qualifications to gain them. The Report believed success for 
Indigenous efforts to gain greater control and management of their own affairs 
depended largely on the numbers of Aboriginal people who possessed the 
appropriate type of qualifications (Miller, 1985, pp. 78-79). With the exception of 
trade and “other” certificates, the proportion of Aboriginal people holding other post-
school qualifications changed little between 1971 and 1981, with the national 
proportion more than six times higher (Miller, 1985, pp. 78-79). Additionally, 
Aboriginal people were under-represented by a factor of 13 in the holders of degrees 
and diplomas from universities and colleges of advanced education: only 0.6% 
compared with a white rate of 7.8% (Miller, 1985, pp. 78-79). As the Committee 
observed: 
The only Aboriginal people who are employed at much the same rate as the 
general population who are similarly qualified are those who have degrees or 
diplomas … Fully qualified trade certificate holders are also employed at 
similar levels regardless of race. However, in this case some 81 per cent of all 
holders of trade qualifications were employed compared with 77 per cent of 
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qualified Aboriginal tradespeople being employed. The Aboriginal people 
holding non-trade certificates and other tertiary qualifications did not fare near 
so well with respect to employment when compared with their non-Aboriginal 
counterparts. In this case the Aboriginal employment rate was over 10 
percentage points lower than for all people who held the same qualifications. 
(Miller, 1985, p. 83) 
The report stated this finding supported two very important conclusions: that 
Aboriginal people with tertiary qualifications were more than twice as likely to be 
employed than those without such qualifications, and that only higher tertiary 
qualifications are sufficient to overcome the observed labour market disadvantage 
(Miller, 1985, p. 84). Moreover, this finding suggests that even where there is parity 
in terms of qualifications, the disparity in employment in employment outcomes 
indicates that race continues to be influential in determining employment success. 
The report also noted inequalities in the scope of opportunities for Aboriginal school 
students to complete secondary schooling. The report cited reasons for difficulties 
experienced by Aboriginal school students that included: the unavailability of higher 
secondary education in regional areas, personal and family problems, discrimination, 
insufficient regard to Aboriginal culture and contemporary issues of relevance to 
Aboriginal issues in school curricula, and the lack of sufficient Aboriginal teachers 
and staff in schools (Miller, 1985, p. 81). At the time of the Report, nearly 11% of 
Aboriginal people had never attended any form of schooling, compared with 1% of 
the general population (Miller, 1985, p. 83). Language barriers were also noted as a 
specific factor, with “almost 10% of Indigenous Australians reporting themselves to 
have little or no competency in spoken English in the 1981 census”, and “the relative 
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rarity of the use of Aboriginal language in educational curricula”, (Miller, 1985, 
p. 83). 
The report’s findings in this section established the relationship between education 
and employability, specifically that the level of education, determined the labour 
market success. For Indigenous Australians, education is problematic. The Miller 
Report showed that the mainstream education system did not function effectively for 
Indigenous students largely because the system itself was designed to prioritise the 
educational needs of white Australians. Structured in the traditions of the western 
academic system, mainstream education in Australia has preferenced the curricula 
and pedagogical needs of white teachers and students while excluding and/or 
marginalising Indigenous education imperatives in these critical areas. The 
subsequent failure to achieve proportional success in educative outcomes for 
Indigenous students produces a cumulative effect when Indigenous people attempt to 
enter the labour market. Already disadvantaged by the education system, they then 
consigned to the periphery of the labour market and become restricted to an 
employment trajectory characterised by menial and unskilled labour. 
4.5.5 Factors contributing to Aboriginal Disadvantage in the Labour market 
The report summarised its findings by making reference to the concentration of 
Indigenous Australians living in geographically isolated areas, the paucity of 
Indigenous people with higher educational qualifications, and the greater proportion 
of Indigenous people in the younger age brackets contributed to Indigenous labour 
market disadvantage (Miller, 1985, p. 91). It was reiterated that each of these factors 
were exacerbated by the deterioration of opportunities in the lower-skilled labour 
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market in the preceding years (Miller, 1985, p. 91). The Report expressed its strong 
view that levels of formal education and training for Indigenous people were six 
times lower than the broader population and this in itself constituted the major 
explanatory factor for poor Indigenous labour market outcomes (Miller, 1985, p. 91). 
The Report concluded that: 
The main factors that are argued to further contribute to Aboriginal 
disadvantage in the labour market are discrimination against Aboriginal people 
with regard to employment and an apparent preference on the part of Aboriginal 
people not to participate in the regular labour market. These factors of course 
are not really quantifiable. However they do warrant further discussion.(Miller, 
1985, p. 92) 
The report stated racial discrimination prevented Indigenous people in successfully 
gaining access to employment in various ways (Miller, 1985, p. 92). These forms of 
discrimination included unequal payment for the same work, restricted or limited 
access to career opportunities, employer prejudice regarding the reliability of 
Aboriginal people, institutional practices in areas such as organisation of work time 
and conditions according to non-Aboriginal cultural values, and finally, the use of 
culturally biased testing and recruitment methods (Miller, 1985, p. 92). All of the 
above factors inhibited the recruitment of Aboriginal employees, while, 
simultaneously, adversely affecting the ability of Aboriginal people to gain 
employment (Miller, 1985, p. 92). 
The review Committee cited a range of popular racist beliefs held by employers 
obtained through their consultations. These beliefs, the hallmarks of everyday racism 
(Essed, 1991), commonly included: 
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‘That Aboriginal people prefer to work outdoors’; or ‘Aboriginal people are 
unsuitable for office work’; or that Indigenous people were ‘less reliable than 
other employees because of a greater incidence of personal problems’, are 
‘more prone to absenteeism’, ‘less productive and more difficult to train in job 
skills’. In fact some employers even ‘feared a loss of business if they employed 
Aboriginal people’. (Miller, 1985, p. 93) 
The report noted that employer perceptions about the relative performance of 
Indigenous employees according to the employer’s expectations of satisfactory work 
performance and acceptable patterns of behaviour were also a critical factor (Miller, 
1985, p. 93). The Committee saw these ambiguities as being a central part of a 
prevailing culture that impeded Indigenous employment outcomes stating: 
Employers, not appreciating the link between culture and behaviour nor 
understanding the inherent conflict in Aboriginal people trying to adjust to a 
different culture while also maintaining family ties, often mistake Aboriginal 
behaviour for laziness or unreliability, and therefore tend to discriminate against 
Aboriginal people. (Miller, 1985, p. 93) 
The report, in taking these factors into account, further stated, “It would be hardly 
surprising if Aboriginal labour force withdrawals due to discouragement are very 
high”, and “a distinct preference on the part of Aboriginal people, particularly in 
some remote areas, not to participate in the regular labour market, but rather to 
participate [as] generally cited … along traditional cultural lines (Miller, 1985, p. 93) 
Two issues emerge here. The first is that the emphasis on supply factors vis 
Indigenous workforce characteristics is not synchronous with the study of demand 
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factors—the characteristics of employers. Thus the influence of employer attitudes 
and their effect on Indigenous employment prospects do not always inform analytical 
discussions. Secondly, the notion of Indigenous agency through an active resistance 
to racial subordination as manifested as intentional withdrawal from labour force 
participation is also absent from these analyses. The two factors when combined 
represent a racially skewed analytical framework that highlights certain explanatory 
factors while excluding others. This racial bias is rarely the subject of critique in this 
field of research and underscores the privileging of certain analyses that emphasise 
Indigenous deficit over others that might target the misuse of race power. 
4.5.6 A Racial Division of Labour 
It was noted by the Committee that: 
These observations are indicative of the pronounced degree of occupational 
segregation in the Australian labour market on the basis of race … The only 
notable exceptions to the persistence of occupational segregation on the basis of 
race in the Australian labour market appear to be in a few skilled or semi-skilled 
occupations such as teachers and teachers’ aides and clerical work where some 
deliberate and concerted measures have been taken by governments to increase 
Aboriginal participation in such occupations. (Miller, 1985, p. 59) 
This finding by the Review Committee confirms the presence of a racialised division 
of labour within the Australian Labour market to at least the mid eighties. It can be 
reasonably assumed that this racial division preceded the date of the committee’s 
finding and most likely continued to exist post review. This proposition is evidenced 
by the perpetual racialised segregation across occupational categories. According to 
the Review Committee, race-based segregation took effect through the asymmetrical 
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distribution of employees according to race in the skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled 
labour categories (Miller, 1985, p. 59). More specifically, the majority of Indigenous 
employees found in the semi and unskilled categories while white employees 
primarily occupied the skilled categories demonstrate this. The racial segregation of 
labour was also reflected in the Australian Public Service. Accordingly, the 
Committee observed: 
Aboriginal people rely more heavily on the public sector as a source of 
employment than do Australians generally … However it is important to note 
that the employment of Aboriginal people in the Commonwealth government is 
proportionally lower than is the case for all Australians (Miller, 1985, p. 59). 
The following section now discusses the nature and effectiveness of Indigenous 
employment in the APS. 
4.5.7 Review of Employment and Training in the Public Sector 
In their analysis of the public sector, the Committee’s major objective was to identify 
ways to enhance the employment of Indigenous employees (Miller, 1985). The 
Review Committee found numbers of Aboriginal people in the APS had “declined 
quite markedly over the period 1974-1979 but has increased gradually since then” 
(Miller, 1985, p. 268). The Report noted that the 1985 figures were a significant 
increase on the 1979 figures by approximately 10-20%(Miller, 1985, p. 268), and 
observed progress in that “the most senior Aboriginal staff are (now) found at about 
the middle management level” (Miller, 1985, p. 272). 
Yet, in 1985, the proportion of Indigenous employees in the total APS staff 
population was 0.7% compared with government’s stated policy target of 1-2% 
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(Miller, 1985, p. 61). Just over half of all Aboriginal people employed in the APS 
were employed in three agencies, all of which were significantly involved in 
delivering services to Indigenous people (Miller, 1985, p. 63). Of significance is that 
a similar APS profile continues to persist today, with overall numbers below formal 
targets, and the proliferation of Indigenous employees in Indigenous portfolio 
departments. 
As mentioned previously, the Review Committee assessment of the implementation 
of the 1977 NESA found no evidence of the strategy being implemented as a 
cohesive program within the APS (Miller, 1985, p. 4). Consequently the Review 
Committee stated: 
The explanation for the lack of action on these matters can only have been a 
lack of bureaucratic commitment and failure to identify where responsibility for 
the Strategy as a whole has rested in the government machine. (Miller, 1985, 
p. 5) 
This observation revealed little had changed since the Coombs report. Bureaucratic 
inertia had again stymied an internal reform agenda to support Indigenous 
employment outcomes. The Miller Report called for an emphasis on the special 
features of Indigenous recruitment: not training programs per se, but “programs for 
the direct recruitment of Aboriginal staff into public sector organisations” (Miller, 
1985, p. 257). Additionally, formal education and accredited training, rather than on-
the-job training, were found to be the most relevant forms of preparation given that 
the mode of public sector recruitment was either structured around competitive 
selection tests (clerical and administrative) or required the possession of formal 
qualifications in trades, technical and professional areas (Miller, 1985, p. 257). 
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Recommendations 34 to 37 of the report noted the importance of sound selection 
techniques, delivery of induction training, the proper monitoring of progress through 
a probationary period, and the responsiveness of individual employing agencies as 
mechanisms to facilitate the recruitment and retention of Indigenous people into the 
APS (Miller, 1985, p. 260-263). These initiatives had been effective in the state 
based public sector systems and there was scope to import these into the APS. The 
Report made a further suggestion that direct recruitment replace public sector 
training programs (Miller, 1985, p. 262). Importantly Recommendation 36 (Miller, 
1985, p. 262) specifically recommended programs of direct recruitment replace the 
pre-employment training model immediately (Miller, 1985, p. 262). 
The report noted progress in the creation and uptake of identified positions in which 
the ability to communicate effectively with Aboriginal people was deemed an 
important attribute in the efficient performance of duties (Miller, 1985; APSB, 
1979). Nevertheless, results in this area of recruiting were “disappointing” (Miller, 
1985, p. 258). The rate of recruitment of Indigenous people following training was 
low, the recruitment of Indigenous people from outside the APS was low, and the 
increase in the number of identified positions was not matched by the pool of 
qualified Indigenous applicants within the service (Miller, 1985, p. 258). 
The report also considered the entry mechanisms for the Aboriginal Services 
Recruitment Program, an APS scheme designed to recruit Indigenous people at base 
grade levels including a three-month structured training program in public 
administration (Miller, 1985, p. 258). The review found this program took account of 
the educational disadvantage and other specific features of the background of 
Aboriginal applicants and the recruitment test used was checked for cultural bias, 
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work and other relevant experience, and the general capacity for the clerical and 
administrative work (Miller, 1985, p. 259). Applicants were assessed through details 
provided on the application form, and by interview where the panel always included 
at least one Indigenous person (Miller, 1985, p. 259). The three assessment tools of 
test, interview and application details were given equal weighting (Miller, 1985, 
p. 259). Applicants were then provided with full details of the selection process 
(although the extent of this explanation are unclear in the report) and a practice test 
(Miller, 1985, p. 259). This took place within the framework of standard merit based 
selection to fill the internally specified number of identified positions (Miller, 1985, 
p. 259). These processes were consistent with the proposal by the APS Board to 
recruit a certain number of indigenous people at the base grade of administrative and 
clerical work, and then they would be provided with up to 12 months of structured 
training to provide a foundation in public administration processes (APSB, 1984). 
A subsequent evaluation of this program found the separation rate much lower for 
Indigenous people recruited through this process than for other recruits, with the top 
10% of people recruited through the program being promoted at levels comparable 
with white employees (APSB, 1984). The Miller report suggested that the above 
model could be expanded from recruitment to only clerical and administrative 
positions to include non-skilled trade areas (Miller, 1985, p. 261). They also noted 
targets should be set, particularly in regard to areas with high Indigenous 
unemployment (Miller, 1985, p. 261). Direct contact with employment providers (the 
Commonwealth Employment Service in that time) and Indigenous organisations to 
promote applications was also recommended and this was to be supported by training 
programs co-ordinated or supplied by the Department of Employment and Industrial 
 119
Relations (DEIR) (Miller, 1985, p. 261). It is worthy to note that the intended scope 
for both the training and subsequent employment opportunities were structured 
according to notions of deficit and inferiority. In its design, these programs were 
tailored to achieve outcomes for entry and base grade positions only. 
While there was no direct reference to the recommendations of the Coombs Report in 
the Miller Report, it was significant that a number of issues identified in the Coombs 
Report remained salient. For example, the need to focus on recruitment through more 
effective education and training programs to better equip Indigenous employees for 
work in the APS remained outstanding. A number of submissions to the review 
indicated public sector difficulties to develop comprehensive Indigenous 
employment policies. A number of these difficulties included recruitment processes 
based on selection tests or other standardised entry mechanisms which in effect had 
provided only limited access to prospective Indigenous staff, and ceilings imposed 
for staffing limits and career development programs had also precluded Indigenous 
participation (Miller, 1985; RCAGA, 1976). 
The Review Committee also reiterated that the public sector as a significant 
employer of Indigenous people. The APS was understood to be a major stakeholder 
to the goal of achieving high levels of Indigenous employment, particularly as the 
majority of policies and programs impacting on Indigenous people were largely 
delivered by the public service (Miller, 1985, p. 253). Both the role and 
responsibility of the Public Service Board to ensure appropriate, specific actions 
regarding Indigenous employment initiatives were implemented across the APS was 
reinforced by the review (Miller, 1985, p. 15). The Committee also found it was 
relevant for Indigenous people to participate in the process of developing and 
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implementing these policies (Miller, 1985, p. 253) thus echoing the findings of the 
Coombs Report nearly a decade earlier (RCAGA, 1976). 
In summary, the Miller Report found that the bulk of public sector activity in 
Indigenous employment was delivered through the Training for Aboriginals 
Program. Its lack of effectiveness in achieving sustainable outcomes required that 
“the major concentration in the public sector should be on direct recruitment rather 
than amorphous ‘training’” (Miller, 1985, p. 14). The Report also recommended a 
number of career progression initiatives including staff rotation, structured 
management development programs, greater access to formal courses, and 
sponsorship of staff to undertake full-time study ( Miller, 1985, p. 14). 
4.5.8 Appraisal of the Training for Aboriginals Program (TAP) 
The Miller Report found that a total of 10,200 Indigenous Australians were placed in 
some form of training or training-based employment in 1983-84 through the TAP 
(Miller, 1985, p. 175). Public sector training including work experience placements 
was the most frequently used of the seven TAP sub-programs, accounting for 41% of 
TAP placements (Miller, 1985, p. 140). Of these, 62.5% of public service placements 
were aged 15 to 24 (Miller, 1985, p. 140). Of public service placements, 46% were 
women (Miller  et al., 1985, p. 140. Nearly two thirds of the TAP expenditure was 
directed toward the public sector with a higher unit cost per placement than those in 
the private sector placements (Miller, 1985, p. 254). There was no full evaluation 
taken of the public sector aspect of the TAP (Miller, 1985, p. 254). This omission 
attests to the overall ambivalence and corresponding paucity of effort that had 
characterised the APS since the Coombs report. 
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The rate of successful Indigenous employment outcomes in the public sector was 
found to be only 23% (Miller, 1985, p. 255). The reasons cited for the low rate 
included the poor quality of training, low levels of support in their organisation, and 
inadequate supervision due to the supervisor’s uncertainty about the trainee’s status 
in the organisation (Miller, 1985, pp. 255-256). This indicated that the organisations 
often perceived the trainees as a useful supplement to counter staff ceiling constraints 
(Miller, 1985, p. 255-256). The net effect of these factors was to devalue the 
contribution made by the Indigenous trainee to the organisation (Miller, 1985, 
p. 256). 
The Miller Review Committee identified a number of barriers to the development of 
effective and comprehensive Indigenous employment practices. Moreover the 
Review Committee concluded that training regimes at the time were “decreasingly 
responsive” to Indigenous employment factors, and relegated Indigenous employees 
“to a marginal role in the organisation” (Miller, 1985, p. 256-257). In response, the 
Review Committee attempted to consolidate a number of effective public service 
practices into a coordinated employment strategy. This strategy targeted two key 
objectives: the transitioning of recruitment into permanent employment, and an 
emphasis on career development (Miller, 1985, pp. 256-257). In the Committee’s 
view, the Australian Public Service had not given full effect in its employment 
practices to Commonwealth government policy to the employment and economic 
development objectives for Aboriginal people ( Miller, 1985, p. 257). 
The analysis of Indigenous employment outcomes in the Review revealed the low 
percentage of sponsored Indigenous trainees who had gained permanent employment 
with their training organisation upon completion of the program. The Review 
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Committee suggested public sector training would always be of limited value in 
promoting recruitment of Aboriginal people into the APS due to its failure to produce 
outcomes commensurate with the level of investment by government (Miller, 1985, 
p. 256). The Review agreed that priority be given to direct recruitment programs that 
“must have as their objective an improvement in the numbers, levels and status of 
Aboriginal staff” (Miller, 1985, p. 249). The Committee envisaged a number of 
specific recruitment programs for base and above-base level entry into clerical and 
administrative, technical, professional and managerial positions, with the 
employment strategy to include career development, in-house training and formal 
educational opportunities (Miller, 1985, p. 254-257). 
The Committee’s emphasis on the development of new programs to deliver direct 
employment outcomes for Indigenous people was predicated on the failure of 
programs such as the TAP to achieve the same outcomes. The Review Committee for 
example, found many TAP participants did not move into employment following 
their placements. (Miller, 1985, p. 151). Overall, the review Committee found the 
TAP had limited value in addressing Indigenous employment in the APS. Instead, 
the review found that the program produced the outcomes contrary to its stated 
objectives by further relegating Aboriginal people to marginal roles in the APS. This 
was a disappointing outcome for the Review Committee who had expressed their 
support for the APS as a major employer of Indigenous people. To this end, the 
Committee observed that: 
Employment in the public sector has special relevance. Policies and programs 
of the Commonwealth, State and territory governments which impact on the 
Aboriginal community are implemented largely through the public services; it is 
a valid objective for Aboriginal people to seek to participate in that process and 
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so seek employment in those public sector organisations which put them into 
effect. In addition, the Committee believes public sector organisations should 
reflect government policy on Aboriginal employment through their own 
employment practice … and they can and should provide examples and models 
for design and implementation of employment practices. (Miller, 1985, p. 253) 
A racial division of labour was identified by the Miller Review and found to be 
operative within the APS. In particular, of the APS Aboriginal employment programs 
designed to boost Indigenous employment examined within the Miller Review, all 
were confined to strategies levelled at the clerical and administrative domains. This 
in itself reiterated the imbalance of Indigenous employees in the lower skilled and 
paid positions as found by the review, and that this division was contrary to the 
Public Service Board’s own objectives to expand the range of permanent Indigenous 
employment and promotion opportunities through departmental programs (Miller, 
1985, p. 264; APSB, 1979; CPSB, 1973). 
The Miller Review also noted that Indigenous recruitment strategies should have 
applied to all portfolios of the public service rather than being limited to specific 
programs focused on the delivery of services to Indigenous people. The review 
similarly expressed concern that limiting recruitment strategies to base-grade levels 
would counter objectives to promote Indigenous people to be sufficiently influential 
within the Public Service in the development of Indigenous policy. Sadly, the APS 
State of the Service Statistical Bulletins for the last few years has found the majority 
of Indigenous staff still occupied the lower skilled and paid levels of the APS 
(APSC, 2010). 
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The Miller Report also expressed concern that Indigenous people had not had full 
access to opportunities for formal education (Miller, 1985, p. 263). The review 
committee noted the gap in skill levels between the Indigenous labour force and the 
white labour force nation-wide and subsequently identified the need to recalibrate the 
racialised segregation within the Indigenous labour market from the Indigenous over 
representation in unskilled positions to a greater share of technical, professional and 
managerial careers (Miller, 1985, p. 263). 
One the key strategies proposed by the Miller Review was the ‘Aboriginal 
Understudy Program’ to support recruitment to identified positions through 
appropriate skills training as facilitated by an ‘on-the-job’ experience underpinned by 
supervision from a nominated staff member (Recommendation 40, Miller, 1985, p. 
269). This arrangement was to occur following any unsuccessful open recruitment 
process for an identified position as identified through management audits, and 
included positions that were either vacant, currently filled by non-Aboriginal people, 
or were anticipated to become vacant in the following 12 months. It was also 
envisaged the DEIR would provide a field of appropriate Indigenous trainees to fill 
the positions who would be fully subsidised to an appropriate ‘understudy’ level for a 
training period of not more than 12 months. The trainee would also possess suitable 
skills for training (Miller, 1985, p. 269). 
The Miller Review also noted the absence of specific mechanisms to assist 
employment of Indigenous people to ‘identified’ positions, which existed at a range 
of levels. The Committee also found there were difficulties related to the recruitment 
of identified positions. These difficulties included Indigenous applicants typically 
competing against white staff who had formal qualifications (where the Indigenous 
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applicant did not), and/or lengthy/superior experience in the field, and/or who had 
occupied the positions on a temporary basis for some time (Miller, 1985, p. 268). 
Specifically the report confirmed the above when it stated: 
The Australian Public Service Board has, since 1973, developed a range of 
policies relating to advertising, selection criteria, Aboriginal representation on 
interview panels and other factors central to the selection process. However, of 
the 1186 positions identified, only 44 per cent of these are currently occupied 
by Aboriginal staff … (this) means that the APS was unable to select to meet 
the full requirements of about 660 positions. We feel that this defines an urgent 
management requirement. (Miller, 1985, p. 268) 
Racism as an underlying characteristic of the APS culture becomes evident in the 
recruitment trends of identified positions. The disproportionate employment ratios 
between Indigenous and white employees for identified positions demonstrate that 
despite the racial marking of identified positions in order to explicitly promote 
Indigenous candidates, white people were being favoured at selection. While 
Indigenous applicants were deemed to be unsuitable for positions where Indigeneity 
was considered intrinsic to the carriage of duties, the capabilities of non-Indigeneity 
was assessed as being superior to the requirements of the positions, therefore 
implying that a colour-blind ideology had become the conceptual frame for applying 
merit. 
Given that approximately forty years have elapsed since the introduction of the 
recruitment strategy , the lack of progress is instructive. In the last decade, the 
numbers of identified positions currently within APS agencies were not made 
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explicit and were thus unidentifiable in any of the State of the Service Statistical 
Bulletins, or full State of the Service Reports published between 2002/03 and 
2010/11. The full State of the Service Reports often explained what the term meant, 
and invariably noted agencies within the APS that were developing strategies to 
implement this recruitment focus. Interestingly, for each year between 2002 and 
2011, a significant minority of agencies either had or were developing a specific 
recruitment strategy around ‘identified positions’. 
For example, the 2003/04 State of the Service Report found that out of 87 agencies, 
21% had this recruitment strategy in place, 5% were developing the strategy, and 
73% neither had, nor were developing, recruitment strategies targeting ‘identified 
positions’ (Australian Public Service Commission, State of the Service Report 
2003/04). In 2010-11, this had changed to 97 APS agencies surveyed, of which 31% 
were either fully or partially using this recruitment strategy, 3% of agencies were 
developing a strategy, and 65% were neither utilising or developing a strategy 
(Australian Public Service Commission, State of the Service Report 2010/11). Not 
surprisingly, the 2005/6 State of the Service Report introduced the category, “Not 
applicable (no Indigenous employees)” and stated that this was the case in 26% of 
agencies (APSC 2006-06, p. 102). While this situation was rectified in the 2006/07 
and in subsequent reports, it provides an indication of how issues of race can become 
operationalised in seemingly routine ways. In this instance, what seems to be an 
innocuous data collection initiative also produces the effect of normalising the non-
employment of Indigenous people in specific programs and/or portfolios. The 
continuous absence of any Indigenous employees in these areas thus becomes 
unremarkable as the ‘natural order’ of things. 
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4.5.9 Indigenous Career Development in the APS 
The Miller Review noted the different background against which Indigenous 
Australians sought to establish career development pathways. This background 
included historically low levels of Aboriginal staffing in public sector organisations, 
their concentration in low-skilled, low mobility, low-status and marginal positions 
especially in part-time or temporary work, and the high proportion of Indigenous 
staff with low levels of organisational experience (Miller, 1985, p. 270). The Review 
Committee specifically noted that Indigenous staff, in comparison with white APS 
staff, were less likely to be: employed in middle and senior management positions, 
be located in mainstream areas of departments, be based in main offices of 
departments or be employed as technical or professional officers (Miller, 1985, 
p. 270). Of particular concern is that the Indigenous APS employment profile 
continues to be characterised by concentrations of employees in lower level 
designations, short lengths of service and lower pay levels more than 25 years later 
(APSC, State of the Service Reports, 2003-2011). In effect, the indicators 
demonstrate not only the cumulative impact of colonisation, but the consequences of 
ongoing domination caused by unequal race relations. 
The Review cited a number of gaps in staff development programs for Indigenous 
employees. These included an overall lack of exposure to a range of different work 
areas due to the dearth of opportunities provided through individual rotations, 
secondment, lateral recruitment and placement in external organisations (Miller, 
1985, p. 272). The Report called for more structured approaches to address career 
development and the Committee was impressed by the provision of specific course 
work for Indigenous employees in their organisations, particularly where Aboriginal 
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staff was involved in the course design process (Miller, 1985, p. 272). A further 
recommendation promoted the idea of sponsorship by employing agencies to top-up 
income provided by Abstudy while staff were on unpaid study leave (Miller, 1985, 
p. 273). As the committee observed in the report: 
It is unrealistic to expect that many Aboriginal staff would be in a position to 
reduce income to Abstudy level to pursue studies. In fact, the salary level of the 
Aboriginal staff member would typically be such that anything less than full 
subsidy on sponsorship would be an inhibitor (Miller, 1985, p. 273). 
The report noted the introduction of two successful programs, the Aboriginal Staff 
Sponsorship Program (introduced in 1976 and extended in 1984), and the Aboriginal 
Undergraduate Study Award (introduced in 1982) in recognition of a service-wide 
need for Aboriginal people with tertiary qualifications to fill senior positions in 
policy and program development functions. By taking advantage of the Abstudy 
payments, the Committee considered the APS and all other public sector agencies 
would be able to expand both programs, (Recommendation 41, Miller, 1985, 
pp. 273-274). The committee also noted the need for these activities to take place 
within an Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) framework, in order to achieve a 
co-ordinated, systematic and structured implementation (Miller, 1985, p. 274). 
The Review Committee however reported that their attempts to fully understand the 
status of Indigenous employment in the ASPS were “considerably hampered by the 
lack of a cohesive or comparable statistical base” (Miller, 1985, p. 273). The need for 
such a database was seen to be fundamental within an EEO management framework 
as it would “establish a baseline … for [the] planning and evaluation of policies and 
activities” while allowing “an accurate coordination between the organisation’s 
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strategy, and the various programs of employment, education and accreditation” 
(Miller, 1985, p. 275). 
The committee acknowledged the difficulties associated in establishing a uniform 
data base across the public service and therefore sought to “merely encourage each 
(public sector) organisation to establish a format for statistical collection which 
assists their own target settings and evaluation” (Miller, 1985, p. 275). The setting of 
targets was fundamental to the framework proposed by the Review Committee, given 
their utility as “quantifiable objectives” and as “a forecast of the outcome of the 
merit system” (Miller, 1985, p. 275). Regarding the latter function of the numerical 
target, the Review Committee qualified their support on the proviso that “action is 
taken to eradicate overt and systemic discrimination, to encourage applications from 
target groups and to upgrade relevant groups’ skills” (Miller, 1985, p. 275). 
The need to establish robust targets was also highlighted in the report, with the 
committee noting the following: 
In November 1983 the Commonwealth Government set a target for Aboriginal 
employment to a level at least equal to their representation in the community 
generally … The target as presently expressed, however, lacks precision. The 
Committee recommends this target be given greater clarity in a number of 
aspects (Miller, 1985, p. 275). 
The setting and achievement of targets was aligned to the imperative to include 
Indigenous officers at a high enough level to influence policy relating to Indigenous 
people (Miller, 1985, p. 275). At the time, the review noted Section 43 of the Public 
Service Act that offered a mechanism to overcome difficulties in appointing 
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Aboriginal people lacking the necessary qualifications for entry to the clerical 
administrative stream of employment (Miller, 1985, pp. 276-277). However, the 
review panel acknowledged the DEIR argument that the lateral recruitment 
provisions had proved extremely cumbersome and seriously hampered recruitment 
(Miller, 1985, p. 277). The report noted many departments had a poor understanding 
of the provisions contained within the Section (Miller, 1985, p. 277). The Committee 
also recommended the local governments be assisted by DEIR to implement the 
initiatives they outlined for the APS (Recommendation 46, Miller, 1985, p. 279). 
4.5.10 Proposed Recruitment Programs 
The public sector employment strategy developed by the Review Committee (1985) 
prioritised the following objectives. Firstly, it sought to recognise and take account 
of the particular features of public sector recruitment practices concerning activator 
mechanisms and also restraints to Indigenous employment. Secondly, it included the 
commitment to increase the numbers of Indigenous staff across a broader range of 
employment fields and in doing so, to at least correspond with Indigenous 
representation in the community (set at 1% nationwide, and with acknowledgement 
of geographical//jurisdictional differences). Thirdly, the strategy would enhance the 
long-term labour market prospects for Indigenous people by shifting their positioning 
as low-skilled, low-paid jobs to training for professional, technical, managerial and 
trade careers. Finally, had the objective that Aboriginal people should be at a 
sufficiently influential level in public sector organisations to be able to play a 
significant part in the development of policy and delivery of programs to Aboriginal 
people (Miller, 1985, p. 257). 
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The Miller Report recognised the lack of a comprehensive and comparable database 
containing Indigenous employment statistics within the APS made measurement of 
progress difficult, although the APS did conduct an Annual Survey of Aboriginal 
Employment in the APS (Miller, 1985, p. 275). In 2012, a significant number of the 
specific recommendations from the Miller Report appeared to have been 
implemented when both the National Indigenous Economic Development Strategy 
and the APS Indigenous Employment and Capability Strategy are examined. 
However, it requires further analysis as to whether the public or the private sector 
initiatives have been fully implemented. Additionally, it appears the implementation 
of specific initiatives identified by the Miller Review reflect the letter, rather than the 
spirit, of the Review. This finding is based largely on the omission of Indigenous 
cultural imperatives being reflected in the development and final versions of these 
initiatives and these are discussed later in this thesis. 
4.6  THE MORAN REPORT 
In 2009, the Prime Minister announced a review on the Reform of Australian 
Government Administration (RAGA). The aim was to build a forward-looking, agile, 
and informed public service. The review produced a discussion paper whose 
principal thrust was the need to design and deliver policy to better support the ideal 
of an innovative, collaborative, and citizen-focused government. The scope included 
an examination of APS values, the unification of the APS, the improvement of 
recruitment and leadership development, the improvement of policy capabilities, the 
embedding of a citizen orientation to service delivery, linkages between front-line 
staff and policy advice, and enhanced engagement by citizens (Linquist, 2010). 
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Did race matter to Moran? The answer can be readily discerned from the level of 
attention to Indigenous issues in the final report. From a total of 96 pages, the Moran 
blueprint report makes only six references to Indigenous Australians. The scant 
attention to Indigeneity suggests that Moran subscribed to the ideology of colour-
blindness to explain racial phenomena. The six references are contained within a set 
of components identified by the advisory group as providing a framework for 
considering opportunities for reform and the pre-requisites for a “a high performing 
public service” (Moran, 2010, p. 16). The six references are contained in Section C, 
entitled ‘Contains a highly capable workforce’ and is expressed in the following 
manner: 
The APS should mirror the diversity of the broader population and reflect 
Australia’s diversity of cultural backgrounds, people with disability, women and 
the Indigenous population. Diversity should be reflected at all levels of the APS 
and not be confined to more junior positions … For example the percentage of 
Indigenous employees in the APS has declined steadily over time, from 2.6 per 
cent in 1995 to 2.1 per cent in 2009. (Moran, 2010, p. 25) 
Elsewhere in the report the references to Indigenous Australians appear as 
components included recommendations with a broader intent. These specific 
recommendations appear as follows: 
(1) Recommendation 4.4: Strengthen Leadership Across the APS 
Champion issues such as APS diversity, Indigenous employment, service 
responsiveness and access to government information. (Moran, 2010, p. 49) 
Of note is that these issues are thought to require ‘championing’ by the APS 
leadership and the issues are subsequently positioned as having a whole-of 
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government significance. It infers that issues such as Indigenous employment may 
not have been effectively prioritised prior to Moran and the recommendation implies 
that the championing of key strategic issues by APS leaders may achieve outcomes 
not possible other than through a ‘top-down’ approach. Indigenous contributions to 
championing strategy appear to be disregarded and/or ignored altogether. There 
follows an implicit assumption that advocacy for Indigenous issues ought to be led 
by white people as it mooted in the recommendation. In this instance, it is Moran’s 
design that the predominantly white SES should provide the leadership on 
Indigenous employment, and while this commendable, it occurs in the absence of 
any serious commitment to developing Indigenous capability. As a consequence, it 
can be inferred that white people lead and act, while Indigenous people are passive 
and acted upon (Russell, 1997, p. 267). 
It is also reasonable to question whether the APSC would be the central agency to 
‘champion’ Indigenous employment given the steady pattern of decline during the 
period of APSC coordination. This question is raised when a further recommendation 
provided that: 
(1) Recommendation 7.2: Streamline Recruitment and Improve Induction 
The APSC would also develop and implement mechanisms to promote an APS 
career to individuals from under-represented backgrounds (for example, people 
with disability, Indigenous Australians, people from culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds (CALD). Mechanisms for increasing diversity could 
include: 
–– Relocating APS positions from Canberra to regional centres to allow 
Indigenous and CALD individuals to remain within their communities and 
people with disability to retain access to support networks, and 
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–– Improving access to part time work arrangements to accommodate differing 
lifestyle need. (Moran, 2010, p. 59) 
The thrust of this recommendation is essentially the recruitment and retention of 
those APS employees who are designated as ‘other’ from the archetypal white, 
middle class public servant. In relation to Indigenous people, the suggested actions 
are cosmetic and peripheral, essentially appealing to dominant racial stereotypes of 
fixed mobility and socio-economic circumstances to explain low participation rates 
but appear re-inscribed as racialist terms through references to part-time work and 
‘differing lifestyle need’ as peculiar to Indigenous employees. The preferencing of 
explanations provided by the racially dominant do not implicate the APS as a white 
institution that systematically privileges white staff, nor does it constitute any form 
of challenge to the hegemonic white bureaucracy. The idea of promoting an APS 
career to prospective Indigenous employees appears limited to recruitment, location 
flexibility and modes of work as opposed to offering professional development 
opportunities to enhance Indigenous career progression through the acquisition of 
knowledge and skill sets, and/or a favourable revision of the capabilities of 
Indigenous people in the APS. What is apparent is that white interests within the 
APS effectively remain the overarching priority. The only other recommendation that 
refers to Indigenous people is as follows: 
Recommendation 8.2: Introduce Shared Outcomes across Portfolios 
The Secretaries Board would work with Finance to propose a set of shared 
outcomes across portfolios, for Government consideration, such as outcomes for 
Indigenous Australians, homelessness and national security. (Moran, 2010, 
p. 64) 
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Prima facie, the substance of this recommendation has merit but it was unknown at 
the time of writing, as to whether any of these actions had been implemented. This 
statement of intent is significant for a number of reasons. One is that the nature of the 
issues named, specifically outcomes for Indigenous Australians, imply a whole of 
government responsibility and this implicates the active participation of all members 
of the secretaries group. Yet this contrasts with the reported results of the annual 
APSC state of the service surveys, since their inception, which show that 
approximately 90% of APS agencies considered that Indigenous employment was 
not relevant to their core business (APSC, 2003-2011). The Moran recommendation 
at least offers the prospect of a corporate culture shift on this Indigenous issue, yet, 
as has been already demonstrated in this chapter, the implementation of Indigenous 
related recommendations concerning Indigenous employment within the APS has 
been minimal. 
The final reference to Indigenous people is located in Appendix 2 of the Moran 
Report (2010) in the section ‘Recruitment Myths’ (p. 78): 
Table 1: Indigenous Recruitment Myths 
Myth Fact 
Only Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islander 
people can apply for ‘identified criteria’ positions.
Anyone can apply, but they have to be able to 
meet the ‘identified criteria’. The criteria include 
knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples and cultures, as well as the 
ability to communicate effectively with 
Indigenous Australians. Only Aboriginals and 
Torres Strait Islander people can apply for 
positions designated as ‘special measures 
provisions’ under the Racial Discrimination Act 
1975. 
Source: Moran, 2010 
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The use of identified positions as a strategic device to attract Indigenous employees 
into the APS is well established. Its other purpose is to ensure any employee 
recruited into an identified position possessed the necessary level of knowledge and 
expertise to work effectively with Indigenous people. This was achieved with the 
introduction of specific selection criteria that all applicants had to satisfy in order be 
considered for these positions. Moreover, the specific criteria were given a higher 
value than any other criterion and were prioritised accordingly. That white people 
retain an eligibility to apply for identified positions invokes both an epistemological 
and ontological consideration of what is understood by holding Indigenous 
knowledge, representing an Indigenous worldview and/or taking an Indigenous 
standpoint. The subtle preferencing of positivist epistemologies - epistemologies that 
assume a single reality that anyone can know - appear to underpin the logics that 
inform the inclusion of white eligibility for identified positions (Hunter, 2002). 
White race power works to denigrate the knowledge of Indigenous people while it 
seeks to covet and appropriate these knowledge for itself, at the expense of 
Indigenous people. 
Finally, the dearth of references within the Report to the overall commitment of the 
APS to achieving equitable outcomes in Indigenous employment perhaps signalled 
this goal had become effectively decommissioned during this period. As the only 
Indigenous ‘myth’ to feature in the review, it again suggests Moran’s (2010) embrace 
of the colour-blind ideology. Moreover, the marginalising of Indigenous employment 
issues in the Moran Report is, to a certain extent, antithetical to the key imperatives 
promoted in the APSC annual State of the Service reports in that where Moran 
(2010) ignores many of the issues in his review, the state of the service reports 
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continue to provide annual commentary on trend data accompanied by other 
qualitative analyses. These reports are considered in more detail in the following 
section. 
4.7  SUMMARY OF APSC STATE OF THE SERVICE REPORTS 
COMMENTARIES 
The Australian Public Service Commission (APSC) is a central agency within the 
APS that supports two statutory office holders: the Public Service Commissioner, 
who is also an agency head, and the Merit Protection Commissioner (APSC, 2012). 
The Office of the Australian Public Service Commissioner issues the annual ‘State of 
the Service’ reports series, together with the associated ‘Statistical Bulletins’. The 
APSC is required under the Public Service Act (1999) to promote equity in 
employment and ensure that employment disadvantage for particular groups is 
eliminated. The Commission also reports on the outcomes of APS initiatives to 
increase Indigenous employment and provides commentary on the results. This 
section examines the commentaries from these reports for the period between 
2002/03 and 2010/11. 
4.7.1 Statistical Profile and Trend Analysis 
Table 2: Numbers of Indigenous ongoing employees and total Australian Public Service 
employees, percentages and weighted index 1996-2011 with reported variations in APSC 
Reports. 
Year Percentage Raw number 
Indigenous 
(ongoing 
employees) 
according to 
statistical bulletin 
Raw number APS 
ongoing employees 
Raw number 
APS total 
employees 
Approx. 
weighted 
index 
2011 2.1 c 3,236 153,315 a 166,495 (rise 
of 2,013; 
1.2%) c 
80% a
2010 2.2 c 3,383 (3,307) 150,942 a 164,482 c 83.2% b 
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Year Percentage Raw number 
Indigenous 
(ongoing 
employees) 
according to 
statistical bulletin 
Raw number APS 
ongoing employees 
Raw number 
APS total 
employees 
Approx. 
weighted 
index 
2009 2.2 c 3,266 (3,176) 150,289 a 162,009 
(grew by 
1.4%) d 
83% b 
2008 2.2 c 3,148 (3059) 147,783 a “just over 
160,000” d 
82% b 
2007 2.3 in 2010/11 report c 
2.1 in 06/07 report 
3,018 143,846 a 155,482 
(increase of 
5.9%) 
86% b 
2006 2.3 in 2010/11 report c 
2.1 in 06/07 report. 
This was revised up 
from 2.0 in 05/06 
report  
2,880 134,945 a 146,234 e 85% b 
2005 2.4 in 2010/11 report c 
2.2 in 05/06 report 
2.1 in 06/07 report 
2750 123,567 a 133,596 e 
(rose by 
9.6%, partly 
due to 
inclusion of 
Medicare 
employees) 
90% b 
2004 2.5 c 
2.3 in 2004 report 
2,775 in 2005 
report 
2,839 in 2004 
report 
122,524 a 131,522 
(decrease of 
0.2%) 
95% b 
2003 2.6 c 2,879 (2,938 or 
2837 – all figures 
in 2004 report) 
120,395 a 131,720 
(increase of 
6.8% over 
previous year) 
98% b 
2002 2.7 c 2,799 a 112, 322 a 100% b 
2001 2.6 c 2,892 a 108,727   99% b 
2000 2.6 c 2,668 a 103,071  100% b 
1999 2.7 c 2,770 a 102,009  102% b 
1998 2.7 c 2,981 a 108,527  102% b 
1997 2.6 c 3,167 a 119,018   101% b 
1996 2.63 c 3,390 b 128,734  100% b 
Sources: 
a = APS State of the Service Statistical Bulletin 2010/11, Section 5; Equal Employment Opportunity 
b = APS State of the Service Statistical Bulletin 2009/10, Section 5 Equal Employment Opportunity 
c = State of the Service report 2010/11, Chapter 4, Workforce profile 
d = State of the Service report 2008/09, Chapter 1, Measuring the Workforce 
e = State of the Service report 2005/06, Chapter 2, Statistical Snapshot 
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Table 2 provides an analysis of Indigenous employment rates in the APS drawn from 
the State of the Service reports and Statistical Bulletins that were only available from 
2002/03. Total numbers of ongoing Indigenous employees and the total numbers of 
APS employees are provided for the years 1996 to 2011 in Table 2 above. At June 
1996, the number of Indigenous Australians was 3,390 out of an ongoing APS 
population of 128,734. At June 2005, the measurement period immediately prior to 
the commencement of the strategy, the number of Indigenous employees had fallen 
to 2,750 (an 18.9% drop), out of an ongoing APS population of 146,434 (a 13.75% 
increase on 1996). By June 2011, the number of Indigenous Australians had risen 
back to 3,236 (a 4.54% drop on 1996 figures) out of a total ongoing APS employee 
population to 166,495 (a 29.3% increase on 1996 figures). 
The Australian Public Service Commission uses a weighted index to measure 
proportional representation of Indigenous employees and other employees by equal 
opportunity grouping. The proportion of ongoing Indigenous employees is weighted 
by the ratio of the total ongoing APS number in June 1996 to the number of 
employees identifying as Indigenous at the same time. The index is given a value of 
100 at June 1996, and rises and falls proportionally with the particular group’s 
change in the weighted number over time. The weighted indexes for each year are 
given in Table 2 above. 
The index rose to its highest point of 102% in June of both 1998 and 1999, dropped 
back to approximately 100% for 2000 to 2002, then declined at an average of 
approximately 5% per annum from June 2002 to June 2006. Over 2006 and 2007, it 
stabilised at around 86%, and then dropped by approximately 3% to 83% in June 
2008, where it basically remained until June 2010. In 2010/11 it dropped by a further 
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3% to 80%. Ongoing staff are the main focus in the State of the Service reports, and 
the accompanying Statistical Bulletins. However, the inclusion of non-ongoing 
employees can change the profile due to the small percentage of Indigenous 
employees in the overall public service. 
4.7.2 Data Limitations 
One major trend in all State of the Service and Statistical Bulletin reports is the 
revision upward of the raw numbers and employment rate of Indigenous employees 
published in previous reports. This has happened in every year since 2006. In Table 2 
above, the figures in black (raw numbers and proportional for ongoing Indigenous 
employees) are those quoted in the 2010/11 State of the Service report. The numbers 
in red are those quoted in the State of the Service report for that year. 
Other statistical issues having an impact on the quality of this analysis is that Equal 
Employment Opportunity (EEO) data published by the Commission may differ from 
that published by some agencies. In 2001, an independent review was undertaken of 
the Commission’s then practice of retrospectively changing a person’s EEO status if 
it changed during their employment. The review supported the continuation of the 
practice for reporting Indigenous status as these characteristics are likely to be 
constant throughout an employee’s career. The Australian Public Service 
Employment Database (APSED) tends to under-represent the number of Indigenous 
Australians, (APSC Statistical Bulletin 2009/10). The 2003/04 report (p. 140) states 
longitudinal data shows people are more likely to report their EEO status over time. 
In 2006/07, the Indigenous status of employees was first provided on individual 
agencies’ human resource systems. (APSC, 2006/07, p. 81). That Indigenous 
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employees were finally included in the APS census only seven years prior to this 
dissertation is significant in how white racial bias can illuminate race difference for 
certain purposes and render it invisible for others. 
Annual surveys are also conducted into job satisfaction. The 2007/08 report found 
that Indigenous employees were less satisfied with their APS employment than the 
previous year and less satisfied overall when compared to white employees. The 
2010/11 report does not include a breakdown of Indigenous employment by agency, 
but does include a breakdown of the number of employees by agency (total number 
of agencies 104 in 2010/11; 97 full APS agencies and seven semi-autonomous 
agencies). Each of the Reports consistently demonstrated that Indigenous Australians 
were the only EEO group whose rates of employment in the APS declined 
consistently since 1997. Although the rate stabilised during 2006-2008, the overall 
pattern has been inexorably downward for the last 15 years. 
4.7.3 Race and Data 
The State of the Service reports also highlight that strategies to improve both the 
employment rates and representation among higher staff classifications have been 
successful for other EEO groups such as people with a disability, and particularly 
women, but this success has not extended to Indigenous people. The categories of 
disability and gender are not differentiated by ethnicity so the gains reportedly 
achieved are also likely to primarily extend to white members of these groups. As 
such, white disability and gender interests are at the forefront in the accompanying 
narratives but are presented without any racial differentiation in the data sets. Thus 
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the effects of race inequality on disability and gender are unknown for those groups 
who are identified as racially othered. 
In the same reports, the discussion of APS Indigenous employment and Indigenous 
employees are located in the same chapter with all employees with a reported 
disability. This may reflect the focus on Equal Employment Opportunity strategies 
and targets raised in the Coombs and Miller Reports. However, the practice of 
collapsing Indigenous people and people with a disability in the same chapter can 
create a perception that Indigeneity is to be understood as a form of disability. The 
tendency to conflate Indigeneity with disability may also serve to deflect the gaze 
from the declining rates of Indigenous employment, or at least provides the inference 
that the analysis of employability issues for each group are reduced to characteristics 
inherently associated with race for Indigenous people, and physical/psycho-social 
capacity for the disabled employees. 
This suggests the covert operation of a dominant race power, and when the words, 
‘racism’ or ‘racist’ are absent any of the State of the Service Reports 2002-2011, this 
proposition gains traction. The omission of these terms again implies the presence of 
a colour-blindness ideology—an ideology that explains contemporary racial 
inequality “as the outcome of non-racial dynamics” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010, p. 2). The 
attribution to non-racial dynamics allows the racially dominant group to produce and 
reinforce the status quo and this is achieved through the ideological frames colour-
blindness establishes for interpreting and producing information (Bonilla-Silva, 
2010, p. 26). In excluding the terms ‘race’ and ‘racism’ in its narratives, the APS is 
applying a colour-blind interpretative frame that automatically removes race in any 
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analyses that attempt to explain the ascendancy of white employment interests and 
the parallel declining APS Indigenous employment trends. 
A subtle but discernible change of language in the commentaries on Indigenous 
employment is observable in the reports over the last decade. For example, in 2002 
to 2004, phrases such as ‘growth has stalled’, ‘serious risk of decline’ and 
‘deteriorate further unless the APS takes concerted action’, were commonly 
expressed in the reports when referring to Indigenous employment rates (APSC, 
2002-2004). By the end of the decade, phrases such as ‘last year’s figure has been 
revised up’ (APSC, 2011) featured regularly in these texts. These changes may 
indicate an attitude of acceptance, or even ambivalence to the issue, so that declining 
rates of Indigenous employment are considered to be naturally occurring and 
unremarkable. Consequently, there is a distinct lack of urgency or even alarm or 
indignation expressed as a collective view that this situation is intolerable. The 
ambivalence may also signify a sense of resignation and/or helplessness that the 
issues of Indigenous employment are perceived to be overly complex, are so 
chronically entrenched within the institution, and intractable, to the extent that for 
white executives, there is little scope for any immediate solution. The decline of 
Indigenous APS employment rates is likely to have become normalised in the white 
APS world. 
The changes to format and presentation in the State of the Service reports may also 
be illuminating. For example, in the 2007/08 report, the section on Indigenous 
employment was shortened, and a new section on youth employment was added. 
This shift in focus occurred despite a recurring emphasis in the previous reports on 
the need for more effective, focused strategies addressing Indigenous employment. 
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In each of the State of the Service reports analysed, it was stated that despite the 
ineffectiveness of the APS strategies to recruit and retain Indigenous employees, the 
APS rates of Indigenous employment compared favourably with the broader 
Australian population parity rate for the Indigenous population. For example, the 
2006/07 report stated, “Indigenous representation in the APS is now slightly lower 
than Indigenous representation in the Australian community (2.3%). However, it 
compares favourably with that of the broader Australian workforce, in which 1.3% of 
Australian workers identified as Indigenous” (APSC, 2006-07, p. 82). 
For the period 2003-2011, a maximum of six departments—this figure varies from 
year to year; out of approximately 90 APS agencies overall—continually employed 
more than half the Indigenous employees in the APS. In the period 2011-12, this 
figure was reported to be four (APSC, 2011-12, p. 140). These were all agencies with 
a specific focus on service delivery to Indigenous people. This may reflect the 
importance placed by these agencies on cultural competency in service delivery, as 
well as Indigenous work preferences. Regarding the latter, ‘type of work’ and 
“service to diversity groups” was frequently cited as attractions to their current jobs 
by Indigenous employees (APSC, 2011-12, p. 139). It also highlights the extent to 
which colour-blindness seems to have permeated the APS, particularly through the 
large number of agencies that did not employ any Indigenous people. These figures 
suggest this conclusion with what seems to be the application of a racial stereotype 
that Indigenous people are only capable of, or suitable for, working effectively in 
their own cultural domain. Job satisfaction measures for Indigenous staff were 
reported as being invariably higher in these organisations (State of the Service 
Report, 2004-05, p. 207). Despite rhetoric by the APSC to promote Indigenous 
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employment in all APS agencies across all employment levels, the concentration of 
Indigenous employees in these agencies continued, demonstrating little if any overall 
commitment to the objective within the APS. It was also found that Indigenous staff 
knew very little about the APS before commencement of duty, suggesting the need to 
promote the APS as an employer of choice to Indigenous Australians (State of the 
Service Report 2004-05, p. 207). 
A number of the latter reports discussed cultural competency training as a means of 
building recognition of “Indigenous cultures, histories, languages and beliefs, and to 
facilitate better working and social relationships between Indigenous and white 
people” (APSC, 2010-11, p. 175). The APSC reported in 2010-11 that two thirds of 
the agencies that offered cultural awareness did so to all of their employees although 
the report does not specify how many agencies actually offered the training. Of the 
agencies that offered this training, only 27% required mandatory employee 
participation (APSC, 2010-11, p. 175). Interestingly, there is no reference at all to 
cultural competency training in the 2011-12 report (APSC, 2011-12). 
The small number of agencies accounting for the majority of Indigenous employees 
may also reflect an APS corporate culture that privileges white interests. In this 
sense, white interests and priorities are positioned as non-aligned with those of 
Indigenous people and therefore Indigeneity is irrelevant per se. In another sense, 
colour-blindness dictates that Indigenous and white interests are inseparable, or one 
and the same, so while colour-blindness accepts Indigeneity has some specific 
relevance in particular contexts, it is not necessary to limit expertise and knowledge 
in Indigenous policy development or program management to Indigeneity. Instead, 
white people believe they also possess the credentials and authority to advocate and 
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represent Indigenous interests in the absence or in place of Indigenous people. As 
white people acquire self proclaimed authority through dominant race power to 
define what constitutes Indigenous interests, and/or make unilateral assumptions on 
the priorities of Indigenous people, Indigeneity becomes irrelevant through colour-
blindness. 
In the context of high Indigenous separation rates, exit interviews were continually 
highlighted in the reports as not being widely used as an important source of data to 
understand the trend, “highlighting the likelihood that there is a gap in understanding 
in many agencies as to why their Indigenous employees are leaving. Of concern is 
the 54% of agencies that state that this is not applicable to them” (APSC, 2004-05, 
p. 209). 
The importance of retention for Indigenous employees to enable a career in the 
public service is continually highlighted in the State of the Service reports, the 2005 
‘Indigenous Employment and Capability Strategy’ and ‘Closing the Gap’ 
employment strategies, as being a key component of increasing Indigenous 
employment rates in the APS. Understanding causes of employee attrition would, 
therefore, be considered instrumental in strategising to reverse high separation rates. 
Yet, there is no commentary on the form of these exit interviews, when and where 
they are conducted, by whom, whether they are undertaken in culturally appropriate 
ways, or whether the current practice is confined to a inflexible standard approach. 
This demonstrates the presence of an underlying colour-blindness where cultural 
differences in how interpersonal communications of a sensitive-delicate nature ought 
to be undertaken are not considered. Similarly, the existence of race inequality does 
not prompt attention to the inferior positioning of Indigeneity in hierarchical race 
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relations within the APS and the inherent risks this presents for Indigenous people 
expressing dissatisfaction or criticism of a predominantly white workplace and/or 
white colleagues. The need to instil and apply programs and strategies designed to 
achieve racial respect amongst Indigenous and white people was eventually 
recognised to some extent by the APS and this is briefly discussed in the following 
section. 
4.8 RECONCILIATION ACTION PLANS 
By 2007, many APS agencies APS had developed and implemented a Reconciliation 
Action Plan in recognition of the 40th anniversary of the 1967 Aboriginal 
referendum. This initiative was driven by the Department of Prime Minister and 
Cabinet and the plans were intended to be aligned with agencies’ strategic, corporate 
and divisional business plans, and to reflect a whole of government approach to 
reconciliation. Following the development and implementation of these plans, there 
was a slight pause in the decrease of Indigenous employment in the APS, but the 
decrease has since continued. While the intent of these plans was commendable, the 
continuation of declining Indigenous participation in the APS indicated a broader 
strategic approach was required. This took the form of the 2005 Indigenous 
Employment and Capability Strategy. 
4.9 INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT AND CAPABILITY STRATEGY 
The Strategy commenced in 2005 in response to the finding in the State of the 
Service report 2003/04 (APSC) as stated below: 
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Ensuring diversity in the APS is an important dimension of organisational 
capability, as well as a requirement for equal employment opportunity. The 
APS faces two particular diversity challenges: Indigenous employment and the 
employment of people with a disability. Both are in long-term decline, and 
current strategies are not sufficiently effective. (pp. 253-254) 
In announcing the strategy in 2005, the then Prime Minister commented that, 
We are as I say in the early stages of a major reform in the management of 
Indigenous affairs and this requires in my view as many Indigenous people as 
possible skilled in doing whole of government business and it is vital that 
Indigenous Australians are among the highly-skilled public servants who 
implement this important agenda. (Howard, 2005) 
The APS Employment and Capability Strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders was developed in response to challenges arising from emerging 
demographic and social trends, the new arrangements for the administration of 
Indigenous affairs and the continuing decline in Indigenous representation in the 
APS. The Strategy aimed to initially achieve stability in existing Indigenous 
employment rates with an intention to eventually increase the number of Indigenous 
employees across an expanded range of mainstream departments; it would help 
address equity concerns by improving income levels and employment opportunities 
for Indigenous people in the wider Australian employment market; it would target 
and better utilise the capabilities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees 
in order to meet the business needs of government departments for skilled 
employees, including in areas of specific skill shortage and recruitment difficulty; 
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and the strategy sought to facilitate the capacity of the APS to effectively deliver 
better services to Indigenous people (APSC, 2011b, p. 10. 
More specifically, the strategy aimed to assist agencies to address key barriers to 
their employment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander employees. The strategy 
was to identify pathways to employment that allowed Indigenous people to develop 
the required skills and capacity to work within the APS. To this end, the Commission 
ran a pilot traineeship and school-to-work programmes, and an APS-wide Indigenous 
graduate programme. The strategy concentrates on recruiting Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander employees to the APS and developing existing Indigenous employees 
so that they have broadly based APS skills that will equip them to gain jobs 
anywhere in the APS, underscored by a supportive work environment. 
The strategy also included the following initiatives: 
(a) it would promote the APS as an employer of choice and identifying and 
promoting existing pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
employees; 
(b) it provided support to Indigenous employees to develop relevant skills that 
allow them to contribute to business goals and build successful long-term 
careers within the APS; 
(c) it would also support agencies to align strategies that promote Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander employment with their broader strategies for achieving 
business outcomes through workforce planning and capability development; 
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(d) the development Indigenous employment strategies and the development of 
specific recruitment strategies to attract Indigenous employees at more senior 
levels; 
(e) it would encourage partnerships with other jurisdictions and organisations 
(including Job Network members) to develop innovative employment solutions 
that meet agency skill requirements and develop an employer recognition 
framework to provide recognition for the APS as an employer of choice for 
Indigenous Australians; and finally 
(f) the strategy would ensure that employees working in whole of government 
service delivery to Indigenous Australians have the skills they need to deliver 
effective outcomes. 
4.9.1 Impact of Strategy 
The APSC has reported that, since 2006, the strategy has provided for the 
recruitment of over 700 Indigenous employees into the APS primarily through 
programs targeting Indigenous graduates, cadets and trainees (APSC, 2012, p. 3). In 
addition, over 1,700 Indigenous APS employees across Australia accessed targeted 
learning and development programs (APSC, 2012, p. 3). The APSC has also reported 
that a 2011 evaluation of the strategy found the gap between growth rate of white and 
Indigenous employees had reduced, while the projected pre-strategy growth was 
exceeded by actual representation figures in 2009-10; the upward differential being 
attributed to the impact of the strategy (APSC, 2012, p. 3). 
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4.10 APS INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT STRATEGY 
In 2012, the APS introduced the Australian Public Service Indigenous Employment 
Strategy 2012-16 to replace the former APS Employment and Capability Strategy for 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Employees (APSC, 2012). The strategy itself 
consists of a range of strategies “to support and enhance APS Agencies Indigenous 
employment strategies” (APSC, 2012, p. 1). The Strategy represents the APS 
commitment to the ‘Closing the Gap’ reform agenda, particularly the commitment to 
increase Indigenous representation in the public sector so as to reflect the Indigenous 
share of the working age population (APSC, 2012, p. 1). Within the context of the 
APS, the strategy was developed in response to “the critical business challenge 
facing the APS - a trend of declining recruitment levels and falling retention rates for 
Indigenous Australians” (APSC, 2012, p. 1). This is underscored by the APS 
commitment to equity and diversity as principles guiding the culture, philosophy and 
practice of the public service. The APS workforce demographic and its reflection of 
representativeness is regarded as a key indicator of this commitment so the need to 
increase the number of Indigenous employees is the consequence of this APS 
imperative. 
One difficulty with achieving this objective has been the unavailability of Indigeneity 
status data for just under a quarter of total employees, either because the employee 
had not disclosed or the APSA agency had not captured this information (APSC, 
2012). In either circumstance, race can been seen to matter. The refusal to disclose 
one’s Indigeneity can be construed as a self-protective mechanism so as to engender 
an ambiguity of identity (resting on a assumption ambiguity of racial identity as 
Indigenous will default to non-Indigeneity) to avoid the effects of racism and 
152 
discrimination. The failure to capture Indigenous status where it might have been 
available to for recording can be instructive as to the agency’s commitment to 
Indigenous employment as its demonstrates a lack of commitment to the objective. 
This current strategy continues with certain initiatives from the 2005 strategy, but has 
incorporated a greater focus on retention and targeted career development (APSC, 
2012, p. 3). The three key initiatives are bracketed within the overarching themes of 
attraction and retention, retention and career development and research, engagement 
and sharing good practice (APSC, 2012, pp. 3-4). A further initiative is the role of 
the APS Diversity Council, a sub-committee established by the Secretaries Board in 
early 2012. The Diversity Council will provide whole of APS leadership in diversity 
issues and with its initial focus on APS Indigenous employment, will oversee the 
“implementation of the initiatives under the strategy … inform the ongoing design, 
development and evaluation of the strategy’s initiatives” (APSC, 2012, pp. 3-4). It is 
too early to speculate on the progress of the new strategy thus far. 
4.11 CONCLUSION 
The objective of this chapter was to identify the dominant rationales for the lack of 
progress in Indigenous employment in the APS over the last 35 years. While there 
have been some periods of minor success in improving the number of Indigenous 
people employed in the APS during that time, it is worth noting that in each major 
review (such as the Miller Report, the APS Indigenous Employment and Capability 
Strategy, the Closing the Gap targets) or initiative where successive governments 
have stated a proportional target, the declining trends have continued to occur. 
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The Coombs Report noted the importance of the APS becoming more responsive to 
the stated policies of the Government in order to reflect community aspirations, 
interests and priorities. It noted that the composition of the APS workforce and 
policy imperatives overall reflected the interest of power elites in Australian society 
at the time and by implication, operated to exclude the interests and participation of 
those less powerful. At the same time, the Report reiterated the importance of reform 
to the employment practices of the service, particularly in the recruitment and 
retention of Indigenous employees. 
The Royal Commission on Australian Government Administration in 1976, the 1985 
Miller Report and the Moran Report in 2010/11 were major investigations into the 
APS. In light of the findings by the Coombs Royal Commission regarding exclusion 
and privilege within the APS, it is interesting to reflect on the relative priority each 
placed on Indigenous representation within the APS. The three reports had a high-
level focus on creating a more demographically inclusive representation in the APS 
workforce, in order to develop and implement policies that reflected the 
differentiating needs of the Australian population. Yet where the Coombs Report 
included a specific section relating to Indigenous employment within the discussion 
on equal opportunity and equity, the Moran Report focused on service to the 
community. In contrast, the Miller Report was fully dedicated to the issues and 
imperatives of Indigenous employment. 
The 1985 Miller Report examination of the APS had the major objective of 
identifying ways to enhance the recruitment of Indigenous people into the public 
sector employment. The Review Committee were adamant that direct recruitment 
was the most effective method to increase representation of Indigenous employees in 
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the APS, and provided a range of initiatives to achieve this. They acknowledged the 
importance of vocational training, and the community educational system needed to 
prepare Indigenous Australians for work in the APS, and noted the importance of 
career development and staff retention within this framework, but emphasised the 
importance of direct recruitment. 
Since the year 2000, reports by the Australian Public Service Commissioner showed 
a decline in both the proportional employment and representation at various 
employment levels for Indigenous Australians, with the majority of Indigenous 
employees remaining at the lower levels of the bureaucracy. These characteristics 
were often (and continue to be) attributed to the increasing ‘graduate nature’ of the 
APS, the re-structuring of the APS workforce with the abolition of base grade entry 
positions, and an emphasis on youth through cadetships and graduate entry programs. 
However, these analyses fail to account for nearly 40 years of repeated findings and 
recommendations through substantial public investigation directly into the 
recruitment practices of the APS. 
These findings noted that Indigenous employees experience a much shorter length of 
employment in the APS than white employees, but provided no explanatory insight 
other than a predictable focus on Indigenous satisfaction with special leave, 
including cultural and carer/family leave. Despite the importance placed on retention 
strategies in the reports, it is difficult to find any analysis of underlying factors in 
either the State of the Service reports or the Indigenous Employment and Capability 
Strategy. Similarly, any engagements with non-mainstream economic practices are 
increasingly difficult to find in government literature after the Miller Report. The 
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exception is a review of Indigenous employment programs for the Education Centre 
for National Vocational Research (Dockery & Milsom, 2007). 
The rationales underpinning initiatives, where available, and the reduction of 
programs into quantifiable outcomes ignores many subtleties and complexities in 
cultural engagement, and ignore factors previously identified in the Miller Report 
and the academic literature, such as effects of dispossession and racial 
discrimination. It was impossible to locate any recent acknowledgement of the race 
and discrimination issues identified by Miller in the literature regarding Indigenous 
employment in the APS. These discursive omissions would appear to also apply 
government documents; none of those examined contained the words ‘racism’ or 
‘racist’, most likely demonstrating the operations of a colour-blind ideology as the 
dominant interpretative frame for understanding and making sense of racial 
phenomena. 
The consistent failure to reverse the continual decline of Indigenous employment in 
the APS is in part explained by the attitudes, beliefs, values and assumptions 
generated by white racial bias that defines the institution. This takes the form of 
covert power relations shaped and structured by a set of racialised beliefs and 
assumptions prioritising white interests. These beliefs and assumptions frame the 
discourse around Indigenous employment in terms of Indigenous inferiority and 
capability deficits, rather than how asymmetrical race relations marginalise and 
exclude Indigenous aspirations for employment. It is hardly surprising that nothing 
much has changed for Indigenous people in the APS or elsewhere. The following 
chapter examines a number of the Commonwealth government’s major Indigenous 
employment programs that target Indigenous people in the overall labour market. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE COLOUR-BLINDNESS OF EVERYDAY 
RACISM: WHITE REPRESENTATIONS OF THE INDIGENOUS 
BUREAUCRAT 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
The APS workforce demographic database positions non-Indigenous employees as 
the numerically dominant employee grouping (see Table 2, p. 137). This dominance 
also extends to hierarchical positioning where non-Indigenous employees occupy the 
majority of senior level positions that in and of themselves denote higher levels of 
responsibility, decision-making authority, complexity of tasks and remuneration. In 
the context of Indigenous public policy, the dominant representation of non-
Indigenous executives was reflected by their occupation of most the senior executive 
positions located in portfolios that had managerial and administrative carriage of 
specific Indigenous policy programs. 
5.2 THE SENIOR EXECUTIVE SERVICE 
In this chapter, I explore the attitudes and beliefs of senior non-Indigenous executive 
officers. I do so first by providing a brief overview of the APS Senior Executive 
Service (SES). 
The Commonwealth government’s Senior Executive Service designation requires 
high-level proficiency in management and administration underpinned by superior 
standards of demonstrated competency across a broad range of knowledge and skill 
sets (APSC, n.d. a). In the APS, SES managerial and administrative practice applies 
to the effective and efficient deployment of human and financial resources to achieve 
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programmatic and/or service delivery outcomes determined by the government of the 
day (APSC, n.d. a). 
5.2.1 Performance and Cultural Competency 
Performance appraisal of SES officers are primarily structured and assessed against 
the achievement of these outcomes that are defined specifically in relation to the 
particular objectives of the programs they are responsible for managing (APSC, 
n.d. b ). As such, the outcomes sought will vary according to the programs specific to 
the agency responsible for their implementation and administration (APSC, n.d. c). 
As part of the professional development of the APS, a range of supplementary SES 
professional programs is offered and senior executives can selectively access them 
APSC, n.d. c). Yet, programs designed to deliver cultural competency, defined as: 
… knowledge and understanding of Indigenous Australian cultures, histories 
and contemporary realities and awareness of Indigenous protocols, combined 
with the proficiency to engage and work effectively in Indigenous contexts 
congruent to the expectations of Indigenous Australian peoples, (Universities 
Australia, 2011, p. 3) 
appear to be almost non-existent within the APS. For example, the SES Band Two 
Development Program does not appear to include any specific Indigenous content on 
its programs (APSC, n.d. e). The provision of cultural awareness training is initially 
reported in the 2009-10 State of the Service Report and is included in subsequent 
reports with the exception of the 2011-12 report (APSC, 2009-10, 2011-12). Only a 
small number of agencies offered this training with a smaller number from this group 
providing it as mandatory for all employees (APSC, 2009-10, 2010-11). This raises a 
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concern about the relative capability of non-Indigenous SES with little, if any, 
experience in Indigenous affairs to recognise, appreciate and understand the 
complexity of Indigenous social policy. Professionalism would dictate that such 
individuals, of their own accord, would normally undertake specific orientation 
activities as part their induction into their positions. 
It would seem this process occurs ‘on the job’ with the commencing officer largely 
dependent on the quantity and quality of information provided by senior officers, 
peers, subordinate staff and external stakeholders within their respective 
departments. This lack of professional development coupled with the findings from 
the literature review informed the research of non Indigenous senior executive 
officers about how race shapes their ideas, values and beliefs concerning the 
employment of Indigenous people within the APA. 
5.3 SOCIAL DISTANCE 
Atkinson's (Atkinson et al., 2010) analysis of the 2007 Australian Bureau of 
Statistics (ABS) Social Survey revealed that 90% of non-Indigenous Australians had 
little, if any, contact with Indigenous Australians. The findings showed that the main 
contexts for encounter for those who did state that they interacted with Indigenous 
people were work and sport. The Council for Reconciliations survey in 2011 also 
confirmed these findings. This lack of social engagement was evident in the 
interviews as most respondents stated that they did not know any Indigenous people 
or that their first interaction with an Indigenous person occurred within a work place 
environment. Several respondents commented: 
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I don’t think I ever got involved in Indigenous [until] then. I didn’t have an 
Indigenous friend and my Indigenous acquaintances I could put on one hand 
(Non-Indigenous 8). 
I’ve never worked previously on an Indigenous specific program. I wouldn’t 
say I’ve worked in Indigenous Affairs policy if you know what I mean … so it’s 
only been in the time I’ve been here where I’ve had that exposure and that’s 
almost three years now (non-Indigenous 6). 
In the above two examples, the respondents describe the pervasiveness of the notion 
of Atkinson et al. (2010) of social distance and, in doing so, they illustrate how social 
distance contributes to the lack of preparedness of non-Indigenous executives for 
undertaking work in Indigenous policy. The paucity of direct experience and 
knowledge about Indigenous cultures in Indigenous Affairs, in either professional or 
personal domains, is demonstrative of what Stanner (1979) termed “the great 
Australian silence” (p. 207): The national tendency to render Indigenous people 
invisible within the social, political, economic and cultural Australian landscapes 
(Curthoys, 2006). The significance of social distance is primarily its effect on race 
relations dynamics. The various forms of social distance between groups identified 
by race and class is not a natural state of human existence as the dynamics of all 
social relations are constructed specifically according to various axis and exercises of 
power (Essed, 1991; Bonilla-Silva, 2010). 
As demonstrated previously, governments controlled the social engagement between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. The social relations that exist between 
racially differentiated groups such as Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians 
have been formed and constructed with specific intent. The analysis by  Atkinson et 
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al. (2010) affirms the current degree of social distance between them. Social distance 
impacts on the ways social relations are structured and practised, by implication it 
necessarily determines and/or influences the nature, level and quality of the 
knowledge sets each party acquires about the other and how this knowledge informs 
engagement. 
The work by Atkinson et al. (2010) suggests that as a consequence of social distance, 
non-Indigenous Australians would know very little about Indigenous cultures, their 
interests and aspirations. Thus the continuation and maintenance by non-Indigenous 
Australians of a racially constructed ignorance of the Indigenous racial other 
underscored by social distance is not incidental but intentional. A consequence of 
non-Indigenous Australians lack of exposure to Indigenous people and their 
communities manifests in the APS SES non-Indigenous workforce in a number of 
ways. 
5.4 AN EPISTEMOLOGY OF IGNORANCE 
In terming this section as an epistemology of ignorance, I utilise an abbreviated 
conceptual framework to better identify and understand the operations of ignorance 
found in non-Indigenous senior executives as manifested in their lack of knowledge 
of Indigenous people, their cultures and the socio-political realities of working in 
Indigenous policy contexts. 
Tuana and Sullivan (2007) acknowledge that the conjoining of what appears, prima 
facie, to be two diametrically opposed concepts (epistemology and ignorance), at 
first glance, is confusing. The former is the study of how one knows, while the latter 
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forms the basis for not knowing (p. 1). However, to better understand phenomena 
such the persistence of asymmetrical race relations, the notion of an epistemology of 
ignorance is useful when applied to the role of social distance. It provides a useful 
framework for identifying “different forms of ignorance, their means of production, 
their systemic nature, and how they influence knowledge practices” (Tuana and 
Sullivan, 2007, p. 1) particularly in issues of race and white privilege. In this sense, 
ignorance can be understood more as a form of intrinsic epistemic practice 
strategically deployed rather than a knowledge production deficiency attributed to 
oversight or neglect (Alcoff, 2007). 
5.4.1 A Racial Ignorance 
A racial epistemology of ignorance can be redefined as a means by which the racially 
dominant ensure the perpetuity of social, political, economic and cultural dominance. 
This occurs where ignorance becomes the medium to justify the circumvention of the 
imperative for the racially dominant to acknowledge racialised power imbalances 
and reform them. As expressed by one respondent: 
I am ashamed that as a reasonably well-educated Australian how little I knew 
about Indigenous culture so it’s been an enormous learning experience for me. I 
see myself as a typical manager in the Public Service who hasn’t worked in 
Indigenous until now, a huge vacuum of knowledge about Indigenous culture 
and about issues (non-Indigenous 10). 
In this epistemological framework, the tendency to understand ignorance simply as 
accidental oversight or a gap in knowledge is rejected (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007). In 
the realm of the everyday, the practices of white ignorance are made apparent 
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through a diverted white gaze which renders the Indigenous experiences of 
domination invisible to white eyes and becomes even more pronounced through an 
obliviousness to the effects of racism and white domination (Tuana and Sullivan, 
2007). 
The re-positioning of ignorance as a substantive epistemological practice allows for 
the concept of ignorance to be better understood as an “unknowledge” (Tuana and 
Sullivan, 2007). As an ‘unknowledge’, ignorance may emerge facially as a 
purposeful strategic response or it can operate at the subterranean level in the 
subconscious subject to overt forms of renewal and re-generation that scaffold the 
norms and mores of race domination (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007). 
According to the same respondent: 
It’s just amazing how much I feel like I have learned and yet I only know a 
fraction but so they gave me the opportunity to do something different so that’s, 
it’s been really interesting but as I said I haven’t got out nearly enough so my 
knowledge tends to reflected second hand from people (non-Indigenous 10). 
Applied to issues of race and racism, the politics of ignorance provides an alternative 
site of importance for epistemological, social and political analyses due to its 
potential to uncover the role of power in the construction of what is known and 
provide the lens for the political values at work in our knowledge practices, in 
particular the connections between “practices of racial oppression and conceptions 
and productions of knowledge” (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007, p. 2). 
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Sullivan and Tuana (2007) (citing Charles Mills, 2007) make the point that, due to an 
“inverted epistemology of ignorance … whites will be unable to understand the 
world they themselves have made” (2007, p. 2). 
Tuana and Sullivan (2007) observe that the ignorance of the racially privileged “is 
far from accidental” as it is “often cultivated by them, an act made easier by a vast 
array of institutional systems supporting white people’s obliviousness or the worlds 
of people of colour” (p. 3). According to Tuana and Sullivan (2007), Mills also 
invokes a distinction within the field of “racialised causality” (p. 21) for white 
ignorance (2007:21). Tuana and Sullivan (2007) state that Mills distinguishes 
between “straight forward racist motivation” and “more impersonal social-structural 
causation” (p. 3), the latter being “operative even if the cognizer in question is not 
racist” (p. 3). Therefore, white ignorance can include “both false belief and the 
absence of true belief about people of colour” (p. 3) and is delusional to the extent 
that it promotes and sustains the notion of “white racial superiority that can affect 
white and non-white people alike” (p. 3). 
5.4.2 Executive Ignorance 
This white ignorance manifests in different ways. It can take the form of not knowing 
or not wanting to know, or knowing that one does not know and being indifferent to 
that unknowing (Applebaum, 2010). White ignorance can also manifest in accepting 
one's ignorance as a way of not acting or seeking to be informed and was evident in 
some of the respondents’ comments. One respondent had worked in Indigenous 
affairs for almost 20 years; others for periods of five years or less. For the remainder 
of the non-Indigenous executives, their current position being located within a 
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specific Indigenous program represents a ‘first’ in their careers as the following 
quote illuminates. 
Because most of us know bugger all … it is one of the toughest areas I’ve ever 
worked in, in my life. The number of white fellows and women who can truly 
say, I understand what it is to be an Indigenous person in this country you can 
count on your hands. I wouldn’t have claimed it. I was exposed to it in a very 
big way. I talked to a lot of people about it, but I couldn’t, I still couldn’t say I 
would understand it (non-Indigenous 8). 
 
If a characteristic of the non-Indigenous senior executive workforce in the APS is racial 
ignorance in relation to the Indigenous other, it implies that non-Indigenous executives arrive 
at their positions in possession of a state of racial ignorance in relation to their principal 
client group. This creates an immediate tension between two parallel processes: ‘How long’ 
and ‘how effective’. In this instance, ‘how long’ refers to the time required to familiarise and 
orientate a non-Indigenous senior executive on Indigenous issues to ensure their 
functionality, in particular a working level of knowledge at the very least of the specific 
policy context in which they will work. At the same time, ‘how effective’ refers to the extent 
to which these familiarisation processes can ensure a commencing non-Indigenous senior 
executive achieves sufficient levels of cultural competence to undertake and fulfil their 
responsibilities effectively? It is therefore unclear when an racially ‘unknowledgeable’ non-
Indigenous senior executive becomes racially ‘knowledgeable’. :If we accept that being 
racially knowledgeable is crucial to becoming an effective Indigenous policy public 
administrator, how do non-Indigenous senior executives presently define the notion of 
‘effectiveness’ when discharging their professional responsibilities’.   
 The pervasiveness of social distance combined with epistemological ignorance can 
be seen to produce a workforce of non-Indigenous senior executives who lack 
previous experience in Indigenous policy/programs and/or knowledge of Indigenous 
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people and cultures. Whether they become fully effective public administrators in the 
Indigenous policy domain is beyond the scope of this dissertation but remains a 
problematic worthy of further study. 
A related issue arises: If race does matter, how do non-Indigenous senior executives 
demonstrate competency in Indigenous social policy? In the absence of induction 
packages or other professional instruction programs specifically tailored for APS 
non-Indigenous senior executives entering Indigenous social policy for their first 
time, are there knowledge sets deemed fundamental as pre-requisites for working 
effectively in Indigenous social policy? If the impacts and effects of social distance 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians manifest in the APS workforce, 
then non-Indigenous senior executives enter the APS as ‘unknowledgeable’ with 
respect to Indigenous peoples, their cultures and their issues. 
As stated by one respondent: 
If you are in a policy department like us you don’t know what it is like in an 
Indigenous community, you have never been to one, you have never really lived 
with or had much to do with people like that, so it matters that people don’t 
understand how people are living … I think that, when people are looking for 
answers, the majority of people are looking from a basis of ignorance and that 
makes a difference (non-Indigenous 4). 
Race matters in this instance because the necessary attributes for effective senior 
executives do not include cultural differences but focus on skill and knowledge 
capabilities represented as racially neutral and non-racial. That they are designed in 
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the work interests/preferences/styles of non-Indigenous people, the racial bias 
inherent in the logic of these capabilities remains invisible. 
5.4.3  Ignorance and decision-making 
While the non-Indigenous respondents were not asked the question directly, none of 
them referred to professional induction/orientation to the Indigenous portfolio as a 
form of credentialing, as a concern or a point of discussion. This may imply that race 
doesn’t seem to matter for the interviewees or the APS institution itself. Yet, if an 
epistemology of ignorance informs non-Indigenous decision-making, then how can 
they, as non-Indigenous ‘knowers’, know which policy is best suited to their 
Indigenous clients? 
According to one respondent, their lack of knowledge was addressed through direct 
access to Indigenous staff: 
I value very much the insights [of] the senior Indigenous staff have given me 
into how our Indigenous staff think and value. I recognise I will never think the 
same way but I recognise the difference (non-Indigenous 3). 
If the reported levels of societal non-Indigenous ignorance are imported into the 
APS, how do non-Indigenous senior executives, and indeed all non-Indigenous staff, 
in the absence of direct experience and/or targeted orientation, effectively implement 
the array of Indigenous-specific programs and services that they are responsible to 
deliver to Indigenous client groups? The absence of any comment implies that 
ignorance about the Indigenous other may only become problematised by the racially 
dominant when their professional interests are at risk of, or are, compromised. Any 
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other time the issue appears superfluous. That is to say, the absence of formal 
instruction on race issues is consistent with a systemically embedded epistemology 
of ignorance, or you do not have to know unless you think you need to know. Yet the 
process of acquiring this knowledge does not necessarily occur seamlessly. As stated 
by one respondent: 
I think the hardest thing for me is the whole relationship issue; actually 
understanding that, and it is very complex, very diffuse. There is no easy way 
through and I find it that really hard to work through (non-Indigenous 2). 
In this example, this person actively persists in their efforts to acquire greater 
knowledge and understanding but is confronted by both the complexity and enormity 
of not just the task but the conceptual processing of a knowledge system of which 
they have never encountered and which is therefore completely unfamiliar to them. 
The assumption that such knowledge is  easily acquired does not hold and when the 
process is dependent on individual effort alone without access to formal further 
education or professional instruction, such efforts become frustrated and 
unsuccessful. 
One of the things that I really didn’t appreciate and that I have learnt since then 
that is there isn’t one—I guess to mainstream Australia there is Indigenous 
culture and the fact that there isn’t one, there are thousands, is really interesting 
… so that diversity is actually quite interesting (non-Indigenous 10). 
This person, despite openly disclosing their ignorance, now believes they are 
enlightened because, unlike the rest of ‘mainstream’ Australia, they now know 
differently. The example provided in relation to the knowledge of cultural 
heterogeneity demonstrates a further paradox. On one hand, the respondent as a 
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senior executive will undoubtedly possess a high level of knowledge in relation to 
particular competencies and/or required for their position, but on the other, is at an 
introductory level in relation to the racialised subject that embodies and/or 
constitutes the core business of their program. Essentially, non-Indigenous senior 
executives appear to know very little, if anything, about Indigenous cultures, yet are 
able to occupy positions of authority in the administration of Indigenous affairs. 
5.4.4 Active Ignorance 
The absence of cultural competency from SES professional development curricula is 
likely to contribute to a corporate culture of racialised ignorance. This is not to imply 
that cultural competency is the panacea for racial ignorance but rather to highlight 
the relative absence of any systemic commitment to addressing the level of 
ignorance. As stated by one respondent: 
I’m not Indigenous you know, and I’ll never understand a lot of the emotional 
imperatives for Indigenous people. I’m doing the best I can but it’s a challenge 
for non-Indigenous executives and they actually need a lot more support than 
we currently give non-Indigenous executives in learning how to work with their 
[Indigenous] staff (non-Indigenous 3). 
The impact of social distance between the two racial groups in the wider Australian 
community is again mirrored in the marginalised status afforded to knowledge about 
Indigenous people and their cultures. In this example, the same respondent 
acknowledges their lack of knowledge, but positions themselves and their non-
Indigenous executives as systematically disadvantaged by the minimal support 
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provided through professional development. Indigenous colleagues are positioned by 
their non-Indigenous colleagues as fulfilling this knowledge gap: 
The challenges for a non-Indigenous person are understanding the cultural 
context and the way Indigenous people view issues. I’ve managed that by 
asking for advice from my Indigenous staff. I say to them, I have no 
background (non-Indigenous 3). 
It can be implied that such knowledge is not regarded as a pre-requisite to APS 
employment even when the employment location is situated in an Indigenous policy 
context nor does there seem to be any formal professional development opportunities 
to access these knowledge. For example: 
To be honest when they advertised it [the position], I was looking for something 
that wasn’t finance, but I really didn’t know what I wanted to do and I looked at 
the job and said, ‘I don’t know anything about Indigenous’, I don’t think that’s 
me, and I was talked into applying and then they offered me this, so I went ‘but 
I don’t know anything about Indigenous’ and [they] convinced me that was 
alright, there were people who knew about Indigenous (non-Indigenous 10). 
In effect, the respondent’s above account of their recruitment experience attests to 
the minimal regard of Indigeneity and knowledge of it held by the APS. In this 
instance, that the respondent discloses that they have no knowledge of Indigenous 
cultures and their issues and this is acceptable to the prospective APS employer 
because of the expectation the position will operate according to non-Indigenous 
norms. This omission is racialised to the extent that the APS presupposes a racial 
homogeneity in relation to the types of knowledge’s and skills deemed essential to 
effective performance. This is evident in the demographic of the SES itself and its 
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assumed core client population where the racial majority is non-Indigenous for both 
groups. Race matters to the extent that white supremacy, inter alia the dominance of 
non-Indigenous referents and norms, maintains its dominance within the APS 
through perpetuating a corporate culture that positions non-Indigenous ways of 
thinking and doing as the standard, the norm (Frankenberg, 1993; Moreton-
Robinson, 2002). As one respondent noted: 
The only thing I would do differently is to say to Indigenous staff, it will be 
lonelier than you think, there aren’t a lot of Indigenous people in senior jobs and 
you’ve got to avoid being the token person. Its better to do what everybody else 
is doing and not be the special person, avoid as much as possible being the one 
who is the Indigenous member of every selection panel, its not going to be in 
your interests. Don’t be the token Indigenous person, be a valued member of the 
public service, not be known as the Indigenous member of the public service 
(non-Indigenous 11). 
The respondent positions Indigeneity as a disadvantage and reaffirms whiteness as 
the norm. The interests, aspirations and ways of being for Indigenous Australians are 
excluded because they are not only different but also unimportant. This officer 
understands that APS SES officers will be predominantly non-Indigenous and their 
managerial responsibilities will by implication, assumes the delivery of programs and 
services primarily to non-Indigenous clients. Table 3 illustrates the demographic 
representation of the APS workforce with the significantly higher proportion of non-
Indigenous staff. 
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Table 3: Numbers of Indigenous ongoing employees and total Australian Public Service 
employees, percentages and weighted index 1996-2011 
Year Percentage Raw number Indigenous 
ongoing employees according 
to statistical bulletin 
Raw number APS 
ongoing employees 
Approximate 
weighted 
index 
2011 2.1 3,236 153,315 80% 
2010 2.2 3,383 150,942 83.2% 
2009 2.2 3,266 150,289 83% 
2008 2.2 3,148 147,783 82% 
2007 2.3 3,018 143,846 86% 
2006 2.3 2,880 134,945 85% 
2005 2.4 2750 123,567 90% 
2004 2.5 2,775 122,524 95% 
2003 2.6 2,879 120,395 98% 
2002 2.7 2,799 112,322 100% 
2001 2.6 2,892 108,727  99% 
2000 2.6 2,668 103,071 100% 
1999 2.7 2,770 102,009 102% 
1998 2.7 2,981 108,527 102% 
1997 2.6 3,167 119,018 101% 
1996 2.63 3,390 128,734 100% 
Sources: 
APS State of the Service Statistical Bulletin 2010/11, Section 5; Equal Employment Opportunity 
APS State of the Service Statistical Bulletin 2009/10, Section 5 Equal Employment Opportunity 
State of the Service report 2010/11, Chapter 4, Workforce profile 
State of the Service report 2008/09, Chapter 1, Measuring the Workforce 
State of the Service report 2005/06, Chapter 2, Statistical Snapshot 
A key mechanism that supports the maintenance of epistemic racial ignorance is the 
ideology of colour-blindness. By rendering issues of race and, therefore, colour as 
insignificant, as decision-making criteria, an ideological rationale is provided to 
sustain racial ignorance. If race is not important, then why would anyone need to 
know and understand it? The current SES professional development program that 
does not include any explicit specific Indigenous content is able to ensure a position 
of race neutrality by maintaining a philosophical underpinning to the notion of 
colour-blindness. Colour-blindness seeks to apply liberal notions of equality to race 
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difference to reject race as a significant factor in any decision-making. As such, race 
as a marker of difference is eliminated from consideration so that objectivity and 
principles of merit form the basis of decision-making. 
The paradox immediately discernible is that race difference appears to be applied 
only to domains where racial categorisation is regarded as having utility for whites in 
social and public policy (Lipstiz, 1998). In particular, the application of racially 
defined categories serves to racially differentiate populations in areas such as heath 
and employment with respect to outcome measurement and needs analysis. Race 
categories such as ‘Indigenous’ provide specificity to analytical frameworks that 
assess the success or failure of various social policy interventions. A measurement of 
relative need is usually established across racialised cohorts and provides a 
quantitative evidence base from which to make comparative analyses, future 
planning and resource allocation decisions. In this sense, race matters to the extent it 
is included as an analytical category and therefore can be aligned to need, and 
ultimately decisions that concern the distribution of resources. 
The second dimension to the paradox of colour-blindness can be logically deduced 
from the application of racial categories (Frankenberg, 1993). Current Australian 
socio-economic data demonstrate contrasting levels of advantage/disadvantage for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Specifically, Indigenous Australians 
experience greater levels of disadvantage that non-Indigenous Australians, ergo the 
latter experience a higher quality of life than Indigenous Australians. The paradox is 
made explicit; colour-blind approaches to social policy continue to produce racially 
differentiated outcomes. Superficially race may be excluded and denied but the 
marked difference in outcomes for Indigenous Australians undermines the claims of 
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colour-blind approaches. The fragility of a colour-blind approach is expressed in the 
following quote: 
I think there is a very strong perception out there that the APS is a white middle 
class organisation and so having a properly neutral view of race requires some 
special action to make sure you’re seen as welcome to ensure you get neutrality 
and outcome, because you’re not allowed to look at neutrality and intent and I 
think we’ve got neutrality and intent but we haven’t got neutrality and outcome 
because we don’t have a proper representation of Indigenous. I think there is an 
onus on the APS to understand that to get neutral outcomes from neutral intent 
probably takes special action to achieve (non-Indigenous 8). 
The respondent’s application of the concept of race neutrality as conveyed in the 
above response is problematic. While the APS is acknowledged as a ‘white, middle 
class organisation’, race neutrality is limited to an understanding of an APS that 
appears superficially inclusive of others or being ‘seen as welcome’ and this requires 
‘special action’. According to the respondent, the APS possesses neutrality of intent 
but not neutrality of outcome. This implies that non-Indigenous middle class public 
servants possess a moral imperative to achieve outcomes for Indigenous Australians 
but lack the means to do so. The systemic impacts of white hegemony are not 
considered. As a consequence, the failure to achieve race neutral outcomes is 
attributed to insufficient Indigenous representation while the dominance of the APS 
by the non-Indigenous middle class is not interrogated as the potential contributing 
factor, nor is the privileges that attach to asymmetrical race power. The misuse of 
racial power that creates, structures and maintains non-Indigenous dominance and as 
a consequence, ensures differentiated outcomes for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians becomes normalised. 
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The absence of cultural competency in SES professional development indicates the 
Eurocentric bias characteristic of ongoing APS professional development. The 
impact of colour-blindness operates through a presupposition of racial homogeneity 
that in turn materialises in a number of ways. Firstly, the requisite skills and 
knowledge sets are understood as undifferentiated according to professional 
managerial practice and its relations with all clients and consumers. Bureaucratic 
norms and mores appear undifferentiated and by implication, both generic and 
universal in application irrespective of any racial difference that may exist in client 
populations or even within the SES. Position specifications that require interaction 
with Indigenous people will include selection criteria that specify knowledge and 
communication skills but consistent with the Trepagnier’s ideology of silent racism 
where there are inherent negative values accorded to the racial other, there appears to 
be a lower value placed on the satisfaction of these when assessed against other 
criteria. 
APS professional development curriculum reinforces this where both its learning 
outcomes and pedagogical structures are predicated on non-Indigenous norms and 
styles of working. This, in effect, produces the non-Indigenous bureaucratic 
archetype—the objective, dispassionate and detached senior executive who possesses 
a superior rationality, in itself capable of being mobilised astutely, at least 
technically—to any problematic and with any population. Yet, the responses from 
non-Indigenous executives demonstrate a distinct knowledge gap when working 
within an Indigenous portfolio. 
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This is reflected and aptly summarised in the following quote: 
It was really if you didn’t have an empathy with Indigenous history in this 
country, contemporary Indigenous issues, that made it very difficult to be 
effective in the area. We mostly have a commitment wherever we work but I 
think its needs a special commitment if you work in Indigenous affairs (non-
Indigenous 8). 
In this quote, the respondent acknowledges that empathy is needed in order to be 
effective in Indigenous programs. Empathy requires that compared to mainstream 
programs, Indigenous programs need an additional commitment due to the nature of 
Indigenous histories and the associated issues that attach with the impact of 
colonisation. This quote states that empathy is key determinant of effectiveness for 
non-Indigenous people who work in Indigenous affairs. A lack of empathy is 
perceived as a barrier to success and is linked to levels of knowledge about 
Indigenous cultures and issues. Knowledge and empathy would then seem to 
contribute to the capacity for race cognisance (Frankenberg, 1993). For non-
Indigenous employees, minimal degrees of social distance from Indigenous people 
may reflect their experiences of close or regular social relations with the Indigenous 
people. Their capacity to attain high levels of race cognisance may be enhanced as a 
result. Race cognisant may therefore predispose, and/or constitute a pre-condition of 
the capacity to more readily empathise with Indigenous issues. Giving effect to one’s 
professional responsibilities to attain sound knowledge and understanding of client 
groups and their issues is likely to better reflect the notion of a ‘special commitment’ 
identified by this respondent. 
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5.5 THE EXTERNALITY OF RACE 
In this section, the exteriority of race is examined in relation to respondent views on 
the downward trends of Indigenous employment. Prominent themes of colour-
blindness and ignorance are identified in the responses. The non-Indigenous 
respondents were initially asked to provide explanations for the decrease in 
Indigenous employee numbers within the APS. At the time of the interviews, the 
Rudd Labor government had just been elected to power, following the demise of the 
Howard coalition government. It was during the Howard era that the decision was 
taken to dismantle ATSIC, which was established as a Commonwealth statutory 
authority and was the lead agency within the APS in relation to Indigenous affairs. 
5.5.1 A Lack of Empathy 
A number of respondents readily identified the abolition of ATSIC as a critical factor 
to explain the decrease in Indigenous staff numbers within the APS. This, in itself, is 
not an issue per se, as the sharp decline in numbers is reflected statistically in the 
APS State of the Service reports for period following the decision. What is of note, is 
the degree of separation by non-Indigenous executives from the decision and its 
impact. In fact the latter is not raised as an issue at all. Surprisingly, the removal of 
the lead Indigenous agency was not a significant issue for them. Instead, and largely 
in a semi-detached manner, the non-Indigenous participants directed their analyses to 
the perceived impact on Indigenous employees. It suggests that non-Indigenous staff 
are unable to relate to the effects on Indigenous staff because it is not seen to affect 
them directly. 
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There are other ways to interpret the non-Indigenous response to the ATSIC 
decision. One potential explanation is that the impact could only be experienced 
directly by Indigenous employees because ATSIC represented an Indigenous 
bureaucracy and as a consequence, was not regarded as a workplace for non-
Indigenous people despite their majority in ATSIC staffing numbers. The other 
possible explanation is that non-Indigenous employees were less impacted by the 
removal of ATSIC due to their ability to readily obtain alternative APS employment 
because their skills and qualifications are privileged by the APS. 
5.5.2 Distancing 
The distancing from the effects of the ATSIC abolition by the non-Indigenous 
executives indicates the operation of colour-blindness and epistemological ignorance. 
The impact of this decision on Indigenous colleagues implies such impacts are 
essentially externalised by non-Indigenous colleagues despite their knowledge as the 
enormity of the decision, and even their social relations with affected Indigenous 
employees. For example: 
Well, the drop off with the abolition of ATSIC is pretty straight forward, I mean 
ATSIC was regarded as the Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander voice really in 
government and that included the public service as well so therefore the 
abolition was I think a big psychological blow to Indigenous staff and I mean 
there is no doubt that the previous government had a particular agenda which 
most Indigenous employees in the public service were very uncomfortable with 
at the very least, if not outright opposed to. So I think for a lot of them it was a 
bit of a signal for them to go … I think that it was sort of a psychological 
message that was implicit in the abolition (non-Indigenous 1). 
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Non-Indigenous staff may acknowledge Indigenous staff have a different experience 
of reality but there is no form of substantive engagement with Indigenous ontologies 
and it would seem there are no formal professional consequences for not doing so. 
Therefore social distance, self interest and a lack of empathy combines to ensure that 
the different experiences of reality structured by race are neither engaged or mutually 
understood. 
The respondent attributes the ‘psychological blow’ to Indigenous staff while they 
remain unaffected. In effect, the respondent infers that the impact is racially 
asymmetrical—Indigenous people will undoubtedly be affected, but not non-
Indigenous people. This suggests that what occurs in the Indigenous domain is 
restricted to Indigenous people and is separate to non-Indigenous issues. Non-
Indigenous people are seemingly unaffected by adverse events in the Indigenous 
world because they believe they are not implicated by them. While non-Indigenous 
people can choose to selectively engage with Indigenous issues at various 
intellectual, psycho-emotional levels, both their sense of racial disembodiment and 
white race privilege provides them with the power to detach and disengage at will. In 
effect, race is extrinsic to them (Moreton-Robinson 2000, p. 149) 
5.5.3 Merit and Standards 
With reference to the previous respondent’s comments, the nature of the ‘blow’ and 
its stimuli are not elaborated in terms of the discomfort with the ‘particular agenda’. 
The same respondent  did attempt to explain the ‘agenda’: 
I mean, I think the pendulum swung very much to a very rigorous merit-based 
selection with an implicit message of course that those who had been appointed 
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beforehand would not have survived the merit process which in some cases 
were probably true … So I think things are now, are more on an even keel (non-
Indigenous 1). 
A number of issues present are raised in this response. These issues highlight the 
ways everyday racism operates insidiously and routinely to reinforce racial 
dominance (Essed, 1991). Firstly it is implied through the use of the ‘pendulum’ 
analogy that Indigenous recruitment processes lacked the standard of rigor expected 
in non-Indigenous mainstream selection processes. In effect, the pendulum had 
swung to privilege Indigenous interests at the expense of those of non-Indigenous 
staff. The inference is that ATSIC as an Indigenous organisation failed to apply 
merit-based selections consistent with the application of the merit principle. Hence, 
this is thought to explain the significant number of Indigenous appointments at senior 
executive levels in ATSIC. Applying the analytics of everyday racism, this implies 
that ATSIC’s recruitment processes were inferior because in targeting the 
recruitment of Indigenous people to executive positions, this could only be achieved 
if APS standards were dropped. It is implied that had non-Indigenous standards of 
merit been applied, the number of Indigenous senior staff employed in ATSIC would 
not have been successful and subsequently not been appointed to their current 
positions. In essence, the respondent infers that ATSIC selection processes failed to 
apply the principles of merit, instead exercising a racial bias to towards Indigenous 
applicants at the expense of the chances of non-Indigenous applicants. Yet this 
proposition in contradicted by the majority of employees in senior positions being 
occupied by non-Indigenous men (Moreton-Robinson, 1992). 
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The liberal ideal of equal opportunity specifically applied through the ideology of 
colour-blindness provides the rationale and the opportunity for the racially powerful 
to express criticism of ideals such as the merit principle, and more significantly, to be 
made possible as an interpretation available only to non-Indigenous people (Bonilla-
Silva, 2010). The ready application of liberal principles as a strategy of the racially 
dominant to explain racial phenomena in non-racial terms provides the same 
explanatory framework which allows white hegemonic dominance of the APS 
workforce to be consistently overlooked or ignored. 
It is further implied that ATSIC was incapable of conducting its business at the same 
standard as non-Indigenous departments or that it could not participate efficiently in 
the system with similar levels of efficacy as mainstream departments. In this sense, 
as an Indigenous organisation designed and administered according to APS 
standards, it is immediately positioned as inferior when compared or assessed 
to/against the same non-Indigenous APS standard. In effect, the organisation was 
perceived to embody Aboriginal deficit. 
5.5.4 Colour-blindness and Work 
In the previous quote, there appears to be an assumption that the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous staff occupied similar position profiles in terms of duties, selection 
criteria and required competencies. Therefore, had merit been applied ‘properly’, the 
Indigenous employees were more than likely to have been unsuccessful, with the 
underlying inference that a truly competitive merit process involving non-Indigenous 
applicants would produce a successful non-Indigenous candidate. In essence, the 
selection criteria were similar with the exception of the inclusion of criteria 
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pertaining to the ability to communicate cross-culturally and knowledge and 
understanding of Indigenous cultures and contemporary issues. This explicit racial 
marking acknowledged cultural difference within the public policy context but also 
worked to improve the chances of Indigenous applicants over non-Indigenous 
competitors. However, this appears to have had little effect in reality. As recounted 
by one respondent: 
I was looking for something that wasn’t X [previous program], but didn’t really 
know what I wanted to do and I looked at the job [current position at SES 
Band 2 level] and said I don’t know anything about Indigenous, I don’t think 
that’s me and I was talked into applying and they said there will be other jobs 
and it was like oh all right and then they offered me this so I went I don’t know 
anything about Indigenous you know and A and B [departmental senior 
executives] convinced me that was alright, there were other people who knew 
about Indigenous so its an interesting sort of coming together of okay, I will just 
step into this unknown (non-Indigenous 10). 
The dismantling of ATSIC and the subsequent reduction in both Indigenous 
employees generally and senior executives specifically, as well as the re-allocation of 
former ATSIC program responsibilities across relevant APS agencies perhaps 
explain the comment that there is now an ‘even keel’. As a consequence, the merit 
principle and its application have been restored to the required standard and 
Indigenous people will have to compete on the same as non-Indigenous people on the 
basis of ‘equal opportunity’, which is assumed to be colour-blind. 
Conversely, discussions on merit are presented as being colour-blind and race neutral 
within the context of race hegemony. Within the APS, sanctioned discussions on the 
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relationship between gender balance and merit can be conducted officially, but this 
does not appear to extend to race matters. Arguably, the critical point is that gender 
matters in the public service because of the significant non-Indigenous female 
demographic and its translation into actual-latent political power, notwithstanding in 
the public service itself. At the same time, the parallels between race and sex 
discrimination are complex when the imperative of race discrimination is colour-
blindness, while sex blindness is not the goal of sex discrimination (Schwab, 1999). 
In effect, the assumption is that non-Indigenous employees achieve according to their 
own merit, but Indigenous employees in contrast receive special treatment. Non-
Indigenous people essentially demonstrate the general tendency to problematise 
Indigenous success. 
5.5.5 Shooting the Messenger 
Another respondent further elaborated the impact of the ATSIC abolition factor: 
The emphasis on achieving outcomes by the former government and the 
requirement to … my belief is that, that regime didn’t particularly see the need 
to have a large Aboriginal workforce in the public sector to be advising on 
policy … the former government’s idea of Indigenous advisory bodies … it will 
get its policy from those sorts of advisory mechanisms rather than from within 
the bureaucracy necessarily itself … Also possibly decrease the government’s 
perception of having Aboriginal people to advise and people with knowledge in 
Indigenous Affairs, per se, to advise (non-Indigenous 7). 
In this account, the respondent describes the intent of government not to increase its 
Indigenous workforce and instead, rely on the provision of advice from external 
advisory bodies. It can be inferred from the respondent’s comments that the former 
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government attributed the perpetual failure to achieve ‘outcomes’ in Indigenous 
affairs to Indigeneity; targeting both ATSIC as an Indigenous bureaucracy and its 
Indigenous leadership. It follows that, in the view of the Howard government, the 
provision of advice by ATSIC and its Aboriginal workforce, and the APS Indigenous 
workforce more generally, was flawed, inept, ineffective, inefficient and counter 
productive. On this basis, the justification for establishing advisory bodies becomes 
evident and race operates as the marker of good or bad Indigenous advice outside the 
public service. In this way, race is externalised and positioned as though it does not 
matter within the APS. 
The issue is additionally racialised through a subsequent attribution that Indigeneity 
vis Indigenous APS employees are defined as the cause of the malaise that 
characterises Indigenous affairs. It is the Indigenous APS employees who are 
positioned as being responsible for lack of progress. Government, on the other hand, 
is seen to act responsibility and rationally—albeit with underlying colonial and racial 
logics—in apportioning blame to Indigenous staff. Government then ameliorates the 
situation by substituting its primary source of Indigenous policy advice from an 
internal mechanism such as ATSIC to an overarching Indigenous Advisory Council 
with external membership appointed by the Minister. In effect, the government’s 
Indigenous policy planning arrangements are transformed. 
The closing remark in the last quote implicates race as being a factor in the APS. The 
comment draws attention to an issue central to this thesis: Does race matter in the 
administration of Indigenous programs? It illuminates issues associated with 
authority, legitimacy and credibility and primarily questions about who can speak on 
Indigenous issues. The comment in question raises this by distinguishing between 
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Aboriginal people and “people with knowledge in Indigenous affairs, per se”. This 
last statement raises issues as to who is deemed to have the appropriate knowledge in 
and of Indigenous cultures and policy. 
As stated by one respondent: 
I think it would be fantastic if an Indigenous person succeeded me, I really do. 
But you know, honest to God, it isn’t about the person, if the person leading the 
office is Indigenous or not, its about making sure that you position yourself to 
take advantage of everything you can in government and I know I’m really 
good at that, so I have never felt any kind of sense of ‘oh my God!’ If only I 
was Indigenous, I’d do better. I don’t really think that. There’s too many 
bleeding hearts in this area and that’s no good. You know, the same thing, you 
should be Indigenous; there should only be Indigenous people running this 
(non-Indigenous 9). 
The respondent is unambiguous in asserting that Indigeneity is not the penultimate 
source of Indigenous knowledge in policy contexts. The racial standpoint of the 
respondent as a non-Indigenous person is significant. In effect, the respondent 
reproduces the colonial fantasy of assuming the all-knowing non-Indigenous subject 
position (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). The non-Indigenous all-knowing subject 
position exploits the colonial ideology that construct Indigenous people as inferior 
and therefore cannot be relied on to provide advice or contribute knowledge because 
they lack capability or are untrustworthy. The seeming ‘racelessness’ of non-
Indigenous staff provides them with the credentials to understand the realities of race 
from a seemingly unracialised position and this establishes their epistemological 
authority. 
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Notions of authority, legitimacy and credibility are neither value or culturally neutral 
and must be understood in this context as racially determined. The predominance of 
non-Indigenous employees in Indigenous program areas is usually explained by 
reference to both Indigenous deficit and cultural inferiority that serves as a 
justification for the racially skewed imbalance. This consistent pattern suggests that 
race shapes everyday decisions and institutional practices through a colour-blind 
ideology. Yet, as stated by one respondent: 
I think you can deny it all you like, but there’s an acceptable level of racism in 
Australia, like there is probably in every country. I think, quite frankly, it goes 
back to the hard wiring of the human being. It happens on both sides, black and 
white and yellow. Our survival in the very early stages of human being 
development depended on us being recognised by people who looked like us. 
That’s the only reason we could determine whether they were friend or foe; how 
closely they resembled what we were familiar with. That is a hard wiring of 
something that’s going to lead to racism. What I think we have to do is 
acknowledge that its there and work at educating people and trying to break it 
down, but I think its there (non-Indigenous 12). 
The respondent describes the institutionalised nature of racism and its systemic 
penetration into broader society through societal institutions (Trepagnier, 2006). 
Consistent with this idea is that racism is not be understood as being restricted to the 
existence of individual prejudice where it was thought prejudice accounted for 
racism, but that racism is more a systematic phenomenon (Trepagnier, 2006). 
Societal institutions such as the APS reflect the dominant ideas and expectations of 
broader society as to the higher order goals to be pursued (Trepagnier, 2006). If these 
goals, ideas and expectations are predicted upon, or structured by racial inequality, 
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then racism will be reproduced within these institutions (Trepagnier, 2006; Essed, 
1991). This is best summarised by Essed (1991) as follows: 
The relation between racist ideology and racist practices is determined by the 
historical, material and political context and by the degree to which ideologies 
are saturated in the cognition of agents. When agents are socialised with and 
systematically exposed to representations that justify white dominance, and 
when these notions are (unwittingly) accepted as ‘normal’, agents will act in 
concert thereby creating and reproducing similar forms of racism adapted to the 
specific needs or interests and situations. (p. 46) 
While the education of staff may contribute to an enhanced understanding of racism, 
the transformation of asymmetrical race relations requires that non-Indigenous APS 
staff must do more. They need to acknowledge and denounce their power and 
privilege produced by race dominance (Trepagnier, 2006; Essed, 1991). By taking 
responsibility for racial disadvantage, non-Indigenous people can provide the 
necessary leadership for change to the circumstances of the Indigenous 
disadvantaged. 
5.6 “IT’S NOT RACE, IT’S … SOMETHING ELSE” 
5.6.1  De-racialising Indigenous Employment 
Not all attributions for decreasing numbers of Indigenous employees were directed at 
the demise of ATSIC. A number of alternate theories were expressed to explain the 
trends. 
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For example: 
The public sector has changed its profile over recent years, so to the extent that 
Indigenous Australians were over-represented in the lower ranks of the public 
service, and to the extent that the nature of the work that we do has moved into 
the higher levels and all of those front line things have become done through 
contract and outsourced arrangements (non-Indigenous 9). 
There’s been a gradual decline in lower level jobs; the entry-level jobs have 
declined. For the entry level jobs where you get your people from schools, so 
people coming directly from schools into the public service … I suspect it 
declined. I think for a range of reasons, including the technology which allows 
instantaneous responses and therefore leads to a demand for instantaneous 
responses to issues … means that there’s less scope for delegating the important 
and exciting challenging work down the line (non-Indigenous 12) 
If people who are attracted to the public service live in major cities there is a 
possibility of working for the state government, if they are attracted to the 
service delivery functions of the old public service, well then they will probably 
move out of the public service in to service delivery, you know NGOs (non-
Indigenous 2). 
I think that there has been a real move in the public service over the last 20 
years from having a lot of low level jobs to having fewer low level jobs … a lot 
of the lower level work in the public service, cleaning and those sort of jobs, 
they are not in the public service anymore, they are all out on contract. So if you 
have group in the community who didn’t have a lot of tertiary educated people 
you wouldn’t find as many joining the public service now as you would have 
before (non-Indigenous 4). 
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Collectively, these respondents can only imagine Indigenous employees as 
occupying the lower echelons of the public service. This evidenced by their 
referencing of the structural reforms at lower APS classifications to explain low 
Indigenous employment. This is not to suggest that the structural changes did not 
occur and it is likely to be true that Indigenous people and their employment status 
have been affected by these reforms. However, it is also evident from these responses 
how non-Indigenous executives perceive and assess Indigenous capability. There is 
an underlying suggestion that such capabilities are likely to be informed by 
preconceived ideas or notions of deficit, especially when in comparison to the 
perceived capabilities of non-Indigenous employees. At the operational level, current 
or prospective Indigenous employees are pre-judged as to their work capability and 
this translates to aligning to jobs entailing a lower level of complexity or at the 
interface in service delivery. 
In this sense, deficit is the starting point for judgement because not one non-
Indigenous respondent suggested that entry points for Indigenous recruitment 
could/should also occur at higher designation levels. Consistent with the ideology of 
everyday racism (Essed, 1991), deficit refers to a lack in knowledge, skill, 
experience or intellect in relation to a required standard. The non-Indigenous 
executives are correct, in one sense, in making reference to deficit - it is true that a 
significant gap exists between non-Indigenous and Indigenous education outcomes 
(Behrendt, Larkin, Griew, and Kelly, 2012). This extends across all education 
sectors, particularly the secondary and tertiary sectors, and is characterised by low 
levels of literacy and numeracy, poor attendance and truancy, lack of progression, 
low academic aspiration, and high rates of attrition, poor retention and failure to 
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complete courses (Behrendt et al., 2012). These indices are markers of deficit but it 
must be recognised that the criteria against which deficit is identified and measured 
are defined by non-Indigenous standards. 
Imputing deficit is a racialised judgment as Indigenous people are most likely to be 
assigned deficit characteristics for simply being members of a distinct cultural 
collective. A tertiary qualification may advantage and enhance one’s employability 
in most sectors but there is an assumption that the nature of the work to be 
undertaken is homogenous and requires generic knowledge and skills sets and that 
these are best sourced from a tertiary qualification. To that extent, race does matter 
here because to the non-Indigenous imagination, Indigeneity embodies deficit 
irrespective of qualifications. The paucity of direct experience with Indigenous 
people means non-Indigenous assumptions formed by observation or through 
ignorance provide the main basis for the non-Indigenous assessment of Indigenous 
capability. The assessment of Indigenous capability took various forms throughout 
the interviews and these are both identified and discussed in the following section. 
5.7 THE ISSUE WITH BEING INDIGENOUS 
5.7.1 Defining the Indigenous Employee 
Everyday racism manifests in colour-blind, deficit, discourse-informed, decision-
making. A prominent theme raised by the non-Indigenous executive cohort were the 
culturally specific attributes, which were generally contextualised as impediments or 
critical success factors to explain the lower rates of Indigenous participation. 
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As one respondent commented: 
There’s also issues because many of them come from within the same 
Indigenous community in Canberra or that personal issues from the community 
translate into the workplace, more so than for some other groups, so this has 
often proved challenging. It means we often have to provide a lot of extra 
support to the management of Indigenous staff because there’s often a lot of 
personal issues around, and that’s just a fact of life (non-Indigenous 3). 
This suggests that Indigenous employees are perceived as being emotionally 
challenged in comparison to other non-Indigenous employees. It also implies that 
similar issues experienced by non-Indigenous staff manifest less frequently and are 
not as problematic in terms of impact on the workplace. It could therefore be argued 
that non-Indigenous personal issues are readily validated and accommodated within 
the APS system racially structured to privileges the interests of non-Indigenous staff. 
Indigenous issues are racially differentiated and are implicitly attributed as a cultural 
liability. It is suggested that such attitudes prevail because most non-Indigenous 
public servants are middle class and most likely to belong to a nuclear family 
structure. Unlike Indigenous executives whose lives are inevitably shaped by 
poverty, non-Indigenous senior executives have their lives structured by white race 
privilege. Race or cultural difference is amplified while white race privilege is 
invisible as the norm. 
Another respondent remarked, in relation to a question on the impact of having 
higher Indigenous staff numbers: 
I think there would be different sorts of management of workforce planning 
issues because, unfortunately,  of their population demographic, that a lot more 
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personal and carers’ leave support I think because of the challenges I think a lot 
of Aboriginal people face in their daily life and I don’t think organisations have 
quite got their heads around that (non-Indigenous 2). 
These comments demonstrate an understanding of how Indigenous realities are 
different to those of non-Indigenous employees, but this difference is neither 
recognised nor accommodated by the APS. Personal issues experienced by 
Indigenous employees or any issue which impacts on their attendance, as in this 
example, is immediately attributed to their cultural domain. The use of the term 
‘many of them’ denotes a non-Indigenous default position on race through the 
tendency to position all Indigenous employees within a pan-Indigenous identity. 
Indigenous employees are assigned a collective identity by non-Indigenous staff that 
denies any form of individuality. 
This is further reinforced through the reference ‘many of them come from within the 
same community’, which, again, assumes a racial homogeneity. Race is seen to 
matter because Indigenous employees and their experiences of ‘personal issues’ are 
perceived as being excessive and, thus, deviating from the requisite standard of non-
Indigenous work behaviours that are normally expected in the APS. This norm is 
itself a racially constructed work ethic because it signifies the standard set by and 
designed for non-Indigenous employees undertaking work that align with non-
Indigenous priorities. 
5.7.2  “I know what’s best for them”: The application of Colour-blindness 
A prominent narrative within the respondents’ answers concerns the employment 
trajectory that Indigenous employees may choose or prefer. The discussion largely 
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reflects responses to questions in which participants were asked to suggest ideas to 
reverse the Indigenous staff attrition trend and therefore what could be done to attract 
and retain Indigenous employees. In their responses, non-Indigenous executives 
attempted to demonstrate a sensitivity to issues of race but were unable to conceal 
their highly racialised assumptions and interpretations. 
For example, in this exchange a number of issues salient to race become visible: 
I wonder; no evidence for this, but I wonder if sometimes the problem for 
Indigenous staff is that they end up in Indigenous affairs and there are extra 
pressures on them because of that, whereas if were an Indigenous staff member 
and you were working in some other part of the department that has nothing to 
do with Indigenous, it wouldn’t; whether there is more pressure because of that, 
because there is a concern for my people ‘… such as gap and therefore they feel 
more pressure in the area, whereas if they were working Agency X [identity of 
agency de-identified, but is a mainstream department]’. Pressure of expectations 
and pressure of themselves in terms of wanting to really make difference in that 
space. I wonder if sometimes too, if therefore, if and if, they are working in that 
sort of space, the pressure in terms of do I agree with the government’s position 
… if you are uncomfortable with that [the government], one option is to take 
yourself, particularly then that starts to reflect more as you are in more senior 
positions, you take yourself out of play. 
Interviewer: You don’t want to compromise yourself. 
Because you feel like, yeah, I just can’t do that, whereas and particularly 
because you have got a strong association with the subject matter, whereas 
maybe it’s easier for non-Indigenous to say I don’t like some of that, but okay 
this is my job and they’re the government and I do what I am paid to do sort of 
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thing … whereas if you were Indigenous and you were working in Agency X 
[de-identified mainstream department], you wouldn’t have that added burden of 
pressure (non-Indigenous 10). 
In the analysis of this respondent’s contribution, race is both present and absent. 
Bonilla-Silva (2010) describes this as a “now you see it, now you don’t manoeuvre” 
(p. 25). In one way, race matters, and in other ways, race is avoided. There are some 
elements of sincerity, concern and a somewhat genuine attempt to critically engage 
with the reality that the respondent’s observations, assumptions and ways it could be 
implied that it is easier to have an absence of personal investment in the job. 
Certainly there are vestiges of Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) concept of naturalisation—a 
decoding of ‘that’s the way it is’, specifically what this means in explaining a 
racialised reality in de-racialised terms (p. 28). 
At the same time, the response is contradictory. The respondent conceptualises the 
reality of Indigenous staff who possess high levels of knowledge of Indigenous 
cultures and their management of Indigenous related issues as an everyday burden 
for those staff. According the respondent’s logic, this burden could be lessened if 
Indigenous people worked in mainstream positions. However, this proposition does 
not question why such a burden might exist for Indigenous staff and the difficulties it 
causes them. More importantly, Indigeneity is positioned as a burden when it would 
seem that workspaces located in Indigenous specific program areas ought to be 
modelled to be conducive to Indigenous excellence. The possession and deployment 
of this knowledge should be integral to attaining such standards of excellence. 
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At the same time, there are specific discursive moves that are evident which Bonilla-
Silva (2010) identifies as a style of colour-blindness—that is, a linguistic or 
rhetorical strategy or technical tool that allow users to articulate an ideological frame 
of colour-blindness. It is typified here through use of the disclaimer ‘I wonder …’ 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2010). The disclaimer has the effect of de-racialising what might be 
construed as racist so that such views can be safely stated. In the theorised depiction 
of the black employee APS experience, the respondent correctly expresses the 
opinion that there are ‘extra pressures’ on Indigenous employees. Yet, this is not 
attributed to non-Indigenous interests and perspectives because they are normalised 
and it produces an incapability to understand the world from the black point of view 
(Essed, 1991). 
The respondent suggests that Indigenous employees experience a higher degree of 
pressure as Indigenous employees. As APS employees, Indigenous staff are required 
to balance community expectations with the need to adapt to the requirements of the 
government in power. With the former, the burden of expectation is may be a 
consequence of working at the interface between government while having 
obligations and responsibilities to the broader Indigenous community. The 
aspirations, priorities and strategic directions held by government and Indigenous 
communities do not always align. Indigenous employees become more vulnerable to 
accountability traps in situations where the non-alignment between government and 
community occurs. 
Further, when the government of the day advocates and promotes policies 
understood by Indigenous staff as racially oppressive, race as Indigeneity is 
explicitly problematised both internally and externally to the APS and in these 
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circumstances, Indigenous staff are likely to re-evaluate their employment within the 
APS. According to the respondent’s logic, the underlying discomfort experienced by 
Indigenous employees would become non-existent if the Indigenous employees were 
located in workplaces where there were no Indigenous programs or where the core 
business of the department was not Indigenous. 
Yet this situation is difficult to imagine. Firstly, very few departments could argue 
that their core business did not include attention to Indigenous imperatives. 
Therefore there is likely to be an Indigenous focus regardless of where one was 
employed although in this scenario; it does not necessarily mean that the Indigenous 
employee would be located within the Indigenous section of that department. 
Secondly, the more likely outcome would be that Indigenous employees would 
experience a higher degree of pressure working within a predominantly non-
Indigenous workplace that does not have an Indigenous focus. Given the racial 
demographic of the APS, it would seem inevitable that these Indigenous employees 
would become what Essed (1991) terms ‘solo’ or ‘token’ blacks (p. 272). 
Essed (1991) contextualises this claim against the backdrop of what she refers to 
Kanter’s ‘skewed group’ scenarios, where workplaces, for example, contain a 
majority of dominant (or non-Indigenous) group members, while dominated groups 
(for example, Indigenous people) are the minority (p. 204). Applying Kanter’s 
typology, Essed (1991) argues that solo or token blacks are likely to be tolerated by 
the white majority in these situations because “they can be controlled”, but 
dominating group members “are seldom motivated to understand the social world 
from the point of view from black colleagues, clients or black others” (p. 272). 
Further, Essed (1991) maintains that white colleagues will not be interested in the 
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expertise of blacks nor see the presence of black employees as an opportunity to gain 
more critical knowledge of race relations and, thus, share responsibility (p. 272). 
5.7.3  Cultural Racism 
The respondent’s comment infer the existence of cultural racism. Implicit is that 
Indigeneity becomes problematic because Indigeneity produces the ‘extra’ pressure. 
The problem of Indigeneity is evident not only through the basis of the employee’s 
racial identity, but is simultaneously connected to the Indigenous-specific programs 
that Indigenous employees work within. As the employee is Indigenous and works in 
Indigenous programs, and because both the employee and the program are 
contextualised within the broader societal fabric of Indigenous disadvantage, the 
respondent concludes that it is the combination of these factors that contribute to 
Indigenous employee attrition rates. The assumption is that this combination 
produces additional pressures on the Indigenous employees that eventually become 
overwhelming. For this respondent, race does matter because the ‘extra pressure’ is 
synonymous with Indigeneity both in terms of identity and programmatic focus. By 
implication, Indigeneity is differentiated from and as a consequence of the 
participant’s Euro-centrism, in that racial difference is nearly always made salient 
through an association with negativity (Essed, 1991, p. 193). Absent from the 
respondent’s theory is the racially converse proposition that non-Indigenous people 
who work in mainstream non-Indigenous APS programs contribute to the high 
retention rates of non-Indigenous employees. 
However, there is a blatant omission in the participant’s analysis. It is hinted at when 
they state: 
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Whereas maybe it’s easier for non-Indigenous to say, ‘I don’t like some of that, 
but okay this is my job and they’re the government and I do what I am paid to 
do’, sort of thing (non-Indigenous 10). 
What is not considered problematic by this participant is the APS and its corporate 
culture. As a set of societal institutions both reflecting and embodying the dominant 
racialised power relations that underpin it, the APS is also a racial structure that 
operates through “a specific set of social arrangements and practices that produce 
and reproduce a racial order” (Bonilla-Silva, 2003, p. 271). 
Institutions like the APS are also “ a set of ideas or expectations about how to 
accomplish the various goals of society” (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 64). Accordingly, if 
these ideas and/or expectations reflect those of the wider society in which racism and 
asymmetrical race power predominate as a direct consequence of both historical and 
current social relations, it is inevitable that institutional racism will underscore the 
social relations within the organisations that constitute government in that society 
(Trepagnier, 2006). This does not automatically infer that such institutional racism is 
necessarily predicated on deliberate or premeditated intent to cause harm particularly 
as the operationalised phenomena of institutional racism is more likely to remain 
opaque or impervious to non-Indigenous people who stand to gain the most from its 
perpetuity (Trepagnier, 2006). Therefore, institutions such as the APS embody non-
Indigenous racial dominance and work almost exclusively to the interests of non-
Indigenous people. 
A further implication of the quote is that, if Indigenous employees experience extra 
pressure, it is likely that this is a consequence of being perceived by non-Indigenous 
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staff as being unavoidably implicated in the subject matter of their work. That is, 
their Indigeneity inextricably binds them to Indigenous issues so that they are unable, 
or incapable of separating their private and public self. This implies that for this non-
Indigenous respondent, the separation of personal and professional identities is 
apparently not an issue for them as they are readily able to become detached from 
their work. The ability to detach from the realities of racially structured inequities 
and disparities in the workplace emanates from the white race privilege enjoyed by 
non-Indigenous staff. 
The racial homogeneity of the APS workforce and its underpinning racialised culture 
shape and define the range of competencies and attributes essential to effective 
practice and performance of its employees. In particular, it can be inferred that the 
institutional practices of the APS systematically privilege non-Indigenous staff. The 
alleged inability of Indigenous staff to practise these behaviours becomes a racialised 
judgement because non-Indigenous staff do so. Therefore whiteness is seen to 
embody professionalism while Indigeneity is embodied as deficient. 
The respondent’s inference that non-Indigenous people have the inherent capacity to 
remain dispassionate and objective, suggests this is a capacity not possessed by 
Indigenous people. In this racial logic, Indigenous affairs only concern Indigenous 
people, while non-Indigenous people are not implicated. White race privilege means 
that non-Indigenous people have the choice to not engage with Indigenous issues if 
they do not want to (Dyer, 1997). They can withdraw their engagement at any time 
and in this context, the catalyst is likely to be alternative opportunity for career 
enhancement outside the purview of Indigenous affairs. According to this 
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respondent, race only matters to Indigenous people, not non-Indigenous people. In 
this way race is extrinsic to non-Indigenous people (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). 
There are other ways in which racial superiority features in the views of the non-
Indigenous executives. One way this superiority manifests is through their ideas on 
Indigenous career trajectories. A central tenet of silent racism is the prevalence of 
paternalistic attitudes towards the inferior racial other (Trepagnier, 2006). In this 
sense, paternalism is demonstrative of white race privilege where non-Indigenous 
ways or working are accorded superior status and become the standard against which 
other alternatives are assessed. Work experience in Indigenous programs is regarded 
as substandard and career limiting while non-Indigenous mainstream programs are 
positioned as the penultimate benchmark. In the everyday, this paternalism becomes 
apparent in judgements that devalue the experience gained in Indigenous program 
areas by preferencing the experience of mainstream programs as superior and career 
enhancing. 
As one respondent noted: 
What we’ve tried to do is suggest, a lot of Indigenous leaders in the department 
are not very keen on this, but to help lift their skill levels, they should be 
looking at working in non-Indigenous areas in mainstream programs, and they 
could benchmark themselves against others and to learn other skills you learn 
from picking up from other people, doing something different will often lift you 
quicker than keeping doing the same thing … but it’s still not accepted as the 
right thing to do, it’s still a rare sort of thing (non-Indigenous 3). 
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And another said: 
I’m also really, interested in both respecting my staff’s wishes to work in an 
area that’s dear to their heart, but also saying, I will, you know, when we do 
development plans, I want you to think of mainstream areas. You know, I want 
it to be a conscious choice. If you want to stay specialising, God bless you, but I 
want you to know that you’re as good as any (non-Indigenous 9). 
In each of these examples, the underlying message is that the Indigenous preference 
to work in a specialised Indigenous program is perceived by non-Indigenous 
executives as a career-limiting move. Not only that, the responses suggest both 
Indigenous programs and the Indigenous who prefer to work these areas are both 
inferior and in deficit. Clearly there is little interest or value in a making a 
professional commitment to working in Indigenous affairs. It is perceived as in 
career enhancement terms as a racialised ‘dead end’ and the only option to pursue a 
career is in the mainstream. 
With mainstream programs being primarily concerned with non-Indigenous 
priorities, it automatically is conferred with superior status and represents the higher 
end of success and achievement. The respondents’ statements suggest a non-
Indigenous tolerance of the other. The insinuation is that Indigenous staff can learn a 
lot from non-Indigenous colleagues, if they would only avail themselves of this 
opportunity. Not doing so circumvents their ability to progress professionally as non-
Indigenous executives see Indigenous staff as over-specialised and of little utility 
outside of the Indigenous policy domain. The comments also re-inscribe white race 
privilege: Indigenous people who choose or prefer to work in Indigenous specific 
programs do so because, according to the respondent above, “that’s dear to their 
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hearts”, while non-Indigenous employees who work in the Indigenous programs are 
objective, detached and professional. The racelessness of non-Indigenous employees 
credentials them automatically as advocates for all people or humans, while 
Indigenous people are limited by what they can do because of their Indigeneity 
(Dyer, 1997). The operations of white race privilege provide the means by which 
Indigenous issues can be selectively engaged or disengaged by non-Indigenous 
employees. 
5.7.4  Embodiment and Indigeneity 
In the analysis of the non-Indigenous executive responses, a number of themes 
emerged. Firstly, the notion of the disembodied public servant is identified as the 
ideal type of Indigenous employee. Secondly, inferior Indigenous attributes were 
seen to be derivative of culture so that the embodied Indigenous public servant is at 
odds with effective performance in public policy. Thirdly, and related to the second 
point, aspects of the realities of the Indigenous experience in personal domains were 
interpreted as cultural traits which required special managerial responses. For 
example, Indigenous values on responsibilities to families and kinship were 
characterised as an inherent Indigenous employee peculiarity that explained inter 
alia, the limited career progression of Indigenous employees. Consistent with the 
prevalence of the white norm, achievement is only possible if cultural constraints are 
removed (Essed, 1991). This sub-section examines the set of non-Indigenous 
executive responses that focus on Indigenous employee attributes—as perceived, 
idealised and coveted—by non-Indigenous executives. Notions of ignorance, cultural 
deficiency, inferiority and privilege are prominent, as expressed in the following 
quote: 
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We need articulate, clever, Indigenous people in the public service where they 
can influence policy and bring an Indigenous perspective in terms of 
effectiveness of programs, effectiveness in engagement, so I think that’s [a] real 
weakness. The ones we have are as scarce as hen’s teeth (non-Indigenous 3). 
The ‘ideal type’ of Indigenous employee is a clever and articulate one, which implies 
that such qualities are largely absent in the existing Indigenous workforce, and 
indeed population, but also for an Indigenous person to possess them is both as rare 
and exceptional as ‘hen’s teeth’. Also noticeable is how Indigenous employees are 
subtly located in roles that are specifically defined and somewhat external to the 
central functions both expected and required in policy contexts. By implication, non-
Indigenous employees already fulfil those roles because they are naturally 
‘articulate’ and ‘clever’. 
The utility of Indigeneity, it seems in the non-Indigenous imagination, is to provide a 
‘particular’ perspective for them to readily access to ensure they’re doing things 
properly. In a sense, having Indigenous staff constitutes an internal risk management 
treatment for inefficiency, ineffective and/or poor performance of non-Indigenous 
employees. What is valued highly is having the capabilities required to operate 
effectively in the interests of government but also those of non-Indigenous 
executives who have managerial and administrative responsibilities for programs and 
staff. As one respondent stated: 
I don’t think it’s the presence of Indigenous people that will change it [the APS 
environment] because there will never be enough of them and you get to the 
stage where you put people in who are not as competent as you would like and 
that is a problem. I don’t think that helps Indigenous people to be there because 
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they are black, or half black or coffee or whatever they are. It doesn’t help them, 
that, they need to be professionals at the standard of the professionals around 
them (non-Indigenous 4). 
In this instance, a commitment and desire to recruit Indigenous employees must be 
tempered with caution. Indigenous people embody deficit as well culturally 
inferiority, each measured according to the superior non-Indigenous standards 
against which they are being measured (Dyer, 1997). The belief expressed here is 
that most prospective Indigenous employees will not possess the requisite skill and 
knowledge set to survive in the APS and they must be saved from themselves. 
Implicit in this response, whiteness is conterminous with ‘professionals’ and 
‘standards’. Imbued with paternalism, this participant is oblivious to how being non-
Indigenous in a predominantly non-Indigenous institution affords them privileges 
that are racially determined and yet they are able to explicitly identify people as 
‘black’, ‘half black’ or ‘coffee coloured’. Here, everyday racism functions by the 
respondent assuming the superiority of non-Indigenous values, while objectifying the 
prospective Indigenous employee as an illegitimate member of the APS workforce 
(Essed, 1991). 
Colour-blindness operates ideologically by reference to the supposed irrelevance of 
skin pigmentation in the scheme of things because in their view, it does not matter if 
the person is ‘black, half black or coffee’. Race supposedly does not matter because 
employment is more to do with competency, yet it is only Indigeneity that is 
problematised and racialised as skin pigmentation is used to denote deficit and 
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inferiority. Non-Indigenous superiority often manifests as a differentiation between 
its complexity and the simplicity of Indigenous capability. As one respondent stated: 
The trick there, though, is ... about the increasing complexity of the work that 
we do, it’s bigger step. If you’re working in a community group, I really sort of 
hesitate to do the broad brush, but there’s stuff around governments and 
financial controls that you’re only going to learn in the public sector … and if 
you’ve had a lot of your involvement in community groups, you’re going to 
find it hard to demonstrate competitiveness on some of the stuff (non-
Indigenous 9). 
Previous external experience to the APS is perceived as constituting deficiency, 
suitability and incapability. While they express hesitancy in applying a ‘broad brush’, 
the respondent readily applies the ‘broad brush’ to racially inferior Indigenous 
experience. They consider experience in Indigenous community organisations to be a 
significant limitation to potential APS employment and also as an indicator of likely 
failure to succeed. Any prospective Indigenous employee to the APS who may 
currently work in the community sector are automatically deemed to not possess any 
expertise, experience, skills or knowledge’s gained from that experience as having 
any value or utility in the APS. This knowledge and these skills and capabilities are 
regarded as inferior and consequently not portable. Not surprisingly, this argument 
ignores prospective non-Indigenous employees currently engaged in the community 
sector as potential APS employees. 
Yet a requirement for people who work in the indigenous portfolio is that they have 
knowledge and experience of indigenous culture so this knowledge and experience is 
indeed portable but not necessarily deployable when in the job. It therefore gives 
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effect to an epistemology of ignorance, implied through a conscious effort to 
diminish the status of Indigenous knowledge and consequently position them as 
irrelevant to mainstream imperatives in workforce development. Accordingly, the 
acquisition of this knowledge is not seen as a pre-requisite for employment in 
Indigenous public policy or elsewhere with the exception identified positions. At the 
same time, prospective Indigenous employees receive little, if any, recognition for 
any prior experience obtained external to the APS and are assessed as lacking 
relevant capability. In both instances, there are processes in operation that fail to 
promote the acquisition of Indigenous knowledge as a requisite corpus of knowledge 
for job readiness based on the worldviews and ontologies of Indigenous people 
themselves. The knowledge requisites, as defined by the APS, becomes the exemplar 
and, in effect, ascribes superior status to predominantly non- Indigenous knowledge. 
5.7.5  People Management 
The nuanced styles of people management, as it relates to Indigenous employees, are 
also taken up as an issue: 
You are paid by the Commonwealth to deliver something to some people, some 
managers do have a concern about that and I think to be honest at various times 
its waxed and waned about—oh well, that’s ok, people sit in the corner—to be 
honest, I don’t see it particularly here but you hear anecdotally of that … well 
that they are not quite up to the job, but they are Indigenous so we treat them 
like they are special … it’s good that people should be treated equally but 
taking account of all their issues (non-Indigenous 10). 
In this example, the failure non-Indigenous managers to properly manage Indigenous 
poor performance is folded back to the Indigenous employee; the non-Indigenous 
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manager cannot confront or take disciplinary action because the Indigenous 
employee is regarded as ‘special’. In covert ways, the respondent implies that 
Indigeneity prevents the non-Indigenous manager from managing performance 
efficiently, as Indigeneity is the proverbial ‘dead cat on the table’; that is to say, in 
the view of this respondent, poor performance and Indigeneity are inextricably 
linked, but we must treat people equally. 
Yet, it could be argued that some non-Indigenous public servants do not care who 
their clients are because, as professionals, they are paid to do a job, while there are 
others who do care about their clients and demonstrate passion and commitment 
above what is expected. This response also articulates the attitude that Indigenous 
people are unable to meet the requirements of the job, so excuses have to be made to 
explain their poor performance. Based on the analysis of this response, this takes the 
form of a paternal disdain where Indigenous employees are to be treated as ‘special’ 
because they are understood as being inferior. 
The ideological workings of colour-blindness provide the underlying rationale for 
this silence and lack of action. This is because colour-blindness excludes any 
consideration of race as a marker or signifier, and being perceived as upholding 
equal treatment is more important. In treating these employees ‘like they are special’, 
as ‘they are not quite up to the job’, also implies the presence of everyday racism: 
Indigenous employees are judged against non-Indigenous standards that they cannot 
meet. Accordingly, Indigenous employees are to be tolerated according to notions of 
non-Indigenous benevolence. 
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5.7.6 The APS and Race Neutrality 
In order to ascertain whether or not non-Indigenous executives were conscious in the 
workplace, they were asked to consider whether they believed the APS was a race-
neutral institution. For some respondents, race was acknowledged prima facie while 
others deflected the issue by making attributions to other factors. Denial of race 
altogether as a social construct structuring the APS was also a prominent defence as 
some respondents stated: 
No, I don’t think it is because the whole public service thing is a Western 
construct I mean speak the English and [as] someone of xxx descent [de-
identified nationality], I’m very conscious of that (non-Indigenous 1). 
And later in the same discussion: 
But the public service is a western culture so in a sense of it, it’s not consciously 
racist or discriminatory but its value systems comes out of a culture, as we 
know, completely different to the Indigenous one so to the extent I think it’s a 
bit cute to say that it is natural or race blind because the premises are so 
different. You know it’s the dominant culture so it’s the one that we all work 
towards. I have a background in these issues, in terms of overt discrimination 
and I can say that overtly I have not seen in my time here any evidence of it 
(non-Indigenous 1). 
In the first instance, the attempt is made to diffuse race as an issue. Racial difference 
is acknowledged to a limited extent through reference and acknowledgement of the 
APS as a ‘Western construct’, while the respondent’s self-reference to their own 
ethnicity is an attempt to establish their own racial credentialing to legitimise their 
capacity to speak with authority on matters of race. The respondent assumes that 
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their own non-Indigenous racial experience can be extrapolated, without 
complication, to provide the analytical frame for interpreting Indigenous-non-
Indigenous relations. Yet such logic is problematic. Bonilla-Silva’s (2010) notion of 
‘racism without racists’, and Trepagnier’s (2006) theory of ‘silent racism’, were 
based on the contemporary phenomenon that fewer whites claim to be racist, that 
many whites now condemn more blatant forms of racism and are often motivated to 
maintain non-discriminating self-concepts” (Essed, 1991, p. 5-6), and that whites 
who define themselves as being in the ‘not racist’ category “are defined as ‘trying to 
ignore racial difference’” (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 5). 
The respondent asserts that they have expertise in race discrimination and has not 
witnessed any form of overt discrimination, but does not consider the implications of 
their standpoint structured by their own racial identity. The respondent assumes that 
the absence of overt forms of racism based on their own observations establishes the 
non-existence of ‘conscious’ racism. Yet there is, by implication, a recognition, vis 
‘it’s not consciously racist or discriminatory’, that subconscious forms of racism and 
discrimination are possible in the APS. 
Various studies by Bonilla-Silva (2010), Essed (1991) and Trepagnier (2006) 
demonstrate that racist acts, formerly understood as overt intentional, blatant and 
negative, have been transcended by subtle acts of racial discrimination that are 
“colour-blind and expressed in non-racial terms that are not obviously race-
identified” (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 3). Most racism today occurs in seemingly benign 
ways, often unintended, and in the routine of the everyday (Trepagnier, 2006; Essed, 
1991). 
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Colour-blindness, as a form of racism, masks white race privilege by overtly 
dismissing race as a consideration without appearing racist (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 21). 
Everyday racism refers to the performance of routine actions by members of the 
dominant group that cause harm to members of the racially dominated which are not 
intentional but remain uninterrogated by the dominant group (Trepagnier, 2006, 
p. 21). Silent racism, according to Trepagnier (2006), seeks to “expose racism in the 
‘not racist’ category” and, in the process of doing so “demonstrates that white 
common-sense notions about racism are shaped by a distorted conception of racial 
realities but are usually expressed in terms that appear as not consciously racist or 
discriminatory but as statements of common sense (Trepagnier, 2006, p. 5). The 
‘white complicity claim’ reveals that these forms of silent and everyday racism are 
often perpetuated through “well intended white people” (Applebaum, 2010, p. 10, 
original emphasis). 
As a non-Indigenous person, the respondent is not, themselves, subject to 
discrimination on racial grounds and their identity as a non-Indigenous person 
disqualifies or compromises their capacity to identify or recognise subtle acts of 
racism directed against Indigenous employees. In one sense, the respondent 
acknowledges this when they only refer to not having witnessed overt discrimination, 
however covert acts, while not mentioned, are not necessarily ruled out. The 
respondent may not have personally witnessed overt acts of discrimination, but this 
does not mean that such acts do not occur elsewhere in the APS. 
The following interchange demonstrates the pervasiveness of colour-blindness when 
this respondent was asked if race mattered in the way Indigenous policies are 
developed and implemented: 
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Race? That’s a very big word in this context. What do you mean? (non-
Indigenous 2) 
The nature of the response appears to immediately signal that the participant is ‘on 
guard’ and most probably because race, as a topic, has been raised. As previously 
stated, non-Indigenous people can become anxious in situations where they feel or 
believe that there are significant risks of being seen to be labelled racist. The 
respondent went on further to state: 
Yes. I reckon there are different answers for that question, depending on the 
way that you interpret it (non-Indigenous 2). 
The participant is still cautious and is still probing for a cue that will reassure them 
that they will not incriminate themselves through their response as being understood 
as being racist. An alibi is established, vis ‘there are different answers’ and this also 
represents the ‘escape route’ should they entangle themselves into inadvertently 
expressing a view that could be construed as being racist. The respondent further 
noted: 
If we are delivering programs for Aboriginal people, race clearly matters (non-
Indigenous 2). 
This response is problematic. The point of contention arises in assuming or believing 
that only the delivery of programs to Aboriginal people confers the program to be 
racialised. In contrast and by implication, programs delivered within the mainstream 
rubric—predominantly to non-Indigenous people—are unracialised. As the 
respondent noted: 
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If we [are] designing policy for Australians, race to me is less relevant. If we are 
talking about ‘why do people have poorer health outcomes’, well race might be 
a factor, but socio-economic status might also be a factor (non-Indigenous 2). 
Dyer (1997) argues that to be white is to be raced and white people have racial 
identities (p. 1). Therefore, all programs are racialised. The invisibility of whiteness 
for the racialised subject provides the power to define norms and standards according 
to white racial interests and preferences that are then constituted as the societal norm 
or standard. Deviation from the ‘unracialised’ norm forms the basis of ‘difference’ 
and, in race relations, contributes to the process of defining the racial other. Acts of 
everyday racism are underpinned by the white race power to assume a ‘human’ 
standpoint in the ‘so-called’ absence of race, as it is from the position that racialised 
others can be understood as being inferior and deficient to white norms masqueraded 
as the ‘human’ condition (Dyer, 1997; Essed, 1991). All Australians are racialised, 
but, due to racially-defined unequal power relations, whites, as the dominant racial 
group, are likely to disregard their race as a factor of significance. 
Another respondent applied a colour-blindness antidote to having made race visible 
and thereby increased the risk that her non-Indigenous identity would also become 
centred and visible. However, because the respondent was unwilling to acknowledge 
race as a factor, she was then unable to understand how race was also implicated in 
determining socio-economic status when unequal power relations exist between 
racial groups. She states: 
Yeah, but racial identity I think goes through the same sort of things. So is it 
racial identity that is the problem or is it socio-economic status or it is level of 
opportunity or is it some combination of all those sort of things?’ ….‘So racial 
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identity is a contributing factor but it may not be the sole factor, to the extent 
that racial identity determines – or presupposes sort of cultural stereotypes, I 
think that is really important to understand - to the extent that racial identity 
might determine the way that people approach services or the way they need to 
be engaged – that’s also important but I think it would be really unfortunate if 
we always thought of it in terms of racial identity was the defining factor rather 
than socio-economic status, education, level of opportunity, all those sorts of 
things (non-Indigenous 2). 
In this statement, there is a propensity to shift and recalibrate racial dynamics. The 
respondent infers that one’s cultural identity determines or presupposes racial 
stereotypes but this explanation conveniently ignores the power that goes with racial 
dominance. This power endows non-Indigenous people with the capacity to define 
who is other; that is, who is included as non-Indigenous and who is not. Those who 
deemed Indigenous are then subjected to forms of cultural denigration that can take 
the form of prejudice and discrimination according to racialised stereotypes. The 
final sentence again signifies an attempt to reduce or eliminate race as an explanation 
for disadvantage and inequity. As stated earlier, the more persuasive counter 
argument is that such factors reflect social categories against which societal 
resources are distributed. In a white racial state such as Australia, these decisions are 
influenced by race, so if ‘education, level of opportunity, all those sorts of things’ are 
contributing factors to socio-economic disadvantage, they too become racially 
contested spaces. 
If the determinants of disadvantage are subject to and/or the result of the influence of 
asymmetrical race relations, positive change will be dependent on such racial 
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dynamics being made explicit. The following extract demonstrates the resilience of 
colour-blindness in circumventing such possibilities: 
Yes. Well I mean it is more than fund according to need because, I mean, don’t 
you think it is somehow diminishing if you define a person by their race rather 
than who they are? (non-Indigenous 2) 
In this response, colour-blindness is manifested through the rejection of race as a part 
of one’s identity and the connotation is that to consider race is necessarily a 
demeaning act. It implies that one is less if they can only be known by their racial 
identity. Colour-blindness can also foster naivety and this is suggested here when the 
respondent proposes identity can be separated from race. As a non-Indigenous person 
and a member of the dominant racial group who is systematically privileged, this 
person does not have to consider any implications of their racial identity, primarily 
because they have been socialised to believe they do not have one. Only non-whites 
have a racial identity but their racial identity and culture are inferior and subject to 
denigration when compared to the superior white culture (Dyer, 1997). At the same 
time, it is likely that while the respondent has not been subjected to racial othering, 
their observation of this practice may have produced an understanding of race as a 
negative attribute. This perhaps underpins the reluctance by this respondent to define 
a person by race. Another respondent stated; 
Well, I think no, understanding matters, I think it’s not racial prejudice it’s like 
you are dealing with anyone from another culture, you don’t understand as 
much as you need to understand. I think if there’s a race problem I think it is 
misunderstanding … I don’t think it’s about Indigenous things it’s about 
dysfunctional communities (non-Indigenous 4). 
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In essence, the ideology of colour-blindness works to ensure that explanations for 
racial phenomena are structured and presented as non-racial. The idea that racial 
prejudice may impact or influence these situations is dismissed because the issue at 
hand is centred on dysfunctionality, not Indigeneity. Yet, one of the central frames of 
colour-blindness is its refusal to acknowledge the presence of discrimination and 
prejudice. In general, most non-Indigenous Australians would dispute the salience of 
race as a factor shaping the collective disadvantage of Indigenous people because 
they would believe it has disappeared (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). 
The respondent suggests that misunderstanding is the cause of race problems, and 
prejudice. This view may be indicative of the respondent’s racial positionality as a 
non-Indigenous Australian. In this subject position, the respondent benefits from 
systemic white privilege—the ways of being the world—conferred by white racial 
dominance (Applebaum, 2010). This race privilege allows non-Indigenous 
Australians to not only be ignorant and oblivious of the effects of race, it also permits 
them to provide solutions to complex issues. Their misunderstanding is intimately 
connected to white racial positionality epistemic in nature producing a 
“systematically supported social induced pattern of (mis) understanding the world 
that is connected to and works to sustain systemic oppression and privilege” 
(Applebaum, 2010). 
A further consequence of re-casting racial prejudice as understanding is the capacity 
to constitute dysfunction as the problem. It can be implied that the respondent may 
be protecting their sense of moral innocence by applying colour-blind explanations 
that deny how racism exists in the everyday of Indigenous Australians (Applebaum, 
2010; Bonilla-Silva, 2010). For example, both an examination and analysis of 
216 
various socio-economic data concerning Indigenous Australians demonstrate high 
levels of community dysfunctionality but this is largely attributed to the effects of 
colonisation and subsequent disempowerment and societal exclusion. In these ways, 
Indigeneity is intimately connected to dysfunction. In essence, the denial and/or 
marginalisation of racism and its effects on Indigenous people relieve the racially 
dominant of having to consider the possibility of how they might be contributing to 
the perpetuation of racial inequality (Applebaum, 2010). 
5.7.7 Race Matters? 
White race privilege can also provide the authority and opportunity for the racially 
dominant to control organisational reality and one way this occurs is through control 
of how problems are constituted and defined (Essed, 1991). In the following quote, 
Indigeneity is accorded significant value according to its perceived inherent value as 
a programmatic technology—Indigeneity has utility in facilitating the achievement of 
government outcomes as is stated below: 
I think we’re advantaged by having more black faces dealing with black 
communities, because they do have an understanding of the culture, they’re 
more receptive. It’s a very pragmatic position on my part. I think its good 
business sense frankly, so it’s not an altruistic sort of thing. I like the idea of 
having a high proportion of Aboriginal people in my organisation dealing with 
Aboriginal communities because I think that will be more efficient, the trust 
will be built more quickly and we’ll get the results more quickly (non-
Indigenous 12). 
Although the respondent attempts to be positive and supportive overall of Indigenous 
capability, it also expresses the proposition that the organisational value of 
 217
Indigeneity is constituted as a specialised racialised technology available for non-
Indigenous executives to achieve cost efficient outcomes. By implication, Indigenous 
staff are highly competent in dealings that involve interaction with Indigenous client 
groups but these competencies are not thought to extend to policy development 
capability. Yet it would seem that while non-Indigenous staff do not possess the 
specific knowledge and/or skills sets to work with Indigenous client groups, they 
reserve an almost exclusive possession of proficiency in complex policy work. The 
respondent infers recognition of Indigenous knowledge as valuable but limits this 
value to Indigenous specific contexts. In this way, the respondent affirms how 
whiteness is understood as being synonymous with humanity while the utility of 
Indigeneity is confined to itself (Dyer, 1997). 
Yet, in the following quote, the status of Indigeneity as resource and asset to the 
organisation’s Indigenous specific program administration is diminished with the 
inference such knowledge and skills sets are universally available to all staff 
regardless of racial identity: 
Do I think that having an Indigenous person give the advice, you know, mostly 
I don’t think it really makes a big difference. I think there are some sensitivity 
issues though that probably helps. I think mostly not but I think sometimes 
politically sensitive issues it can help, as well as the person has got the skills 
and experience to back it up I think just being Indigenous isn’t going to be the 
answer for most things (non-Indigenous 11). 
And again, from another respondent: 
With the Aboriginal staff I might ask them about a particular group or a 
particular individual so I draw on that expertise, but I mean I’ve got some very 
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experienced (non-Indigenous) people here who have been working in 
Aboriginal affairs for 20 years and they could give me the same sort of 
information. I don’t think its race specific (non-Indigenous 2). 
The distinction or lack of between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff as 
sources of advice to this respondent implies the operations of colour-blindness at 
work. Thus this respondent does not see how their recourse to long serving non-
Indigenous staff - positioned somewhat as non-Indigenous significant others - as a 
racialised choice shaped and influenced by Eurocentrism and a non-Indigenous 
socialisation process (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). For this respondent, the advice sought 
may in fact not have any racial significance. This may explain why they perceive 
little difference in the content of the advice provided between the two groups. The 
underlying intent of the respondent may be to defuse any notion of racial difference 
albeit in a manner that raises questions as to the racial positioning of the respondent 
and the types of questions they pose in relation to the Indigenous nature of their 
work. 
The next quote provides an insight as to how the APS attempts to standardise its 
workforce capability on grounds of efficiency and effectiveness of performance on 
facially race neutral criteria, but specifically target racial difference: 
I’ve worked with Aboriginal people who aren’t very good either and it’s 
probably because they either have a chip on their shoulder, they can’t separate 
their Indigeneity from their professional work, they aren’t able to see 
themselves as professional public servants. They have got this ‘I am an 
advocate’ and they are very negative about people who haven’t got the deep 
understanding of Indigenous culture (non-Indigenous 12). 
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In the opinion of this respondent, Indigeneity and professionalism are seemingly 
antithetical. It would appear that for an Indigenous person to be professionally 
capable, they must renounce their Indigeneity on the workplace. Indigenous insider 
advocacy and minimal tolerance of non-Indigenous ignorance of Indigenous issues 
are cast as negative qualities. Yet, the context in which these problems arise is 
overlooked; they are taking place within an Indigenous-specific portfolio within a 
non-Indigenous bureaucracy and it could be expected that forms of advocacy from 
within the organisation will occur. In another sense, it could be implied that part of 
what is being expressed is an agenda that seeks to problematise those who 
problematise racism. If, as Essed (1991) suggests, ideology is the terrain of race 
struggle, then Indigenous employees are likely to undertake forms of advocacy to 
contest dominant definitions of structural and cultural power relations as they 
materialise in programmatic and policy rationales. 
Resistance is likely to manifest from the racially dominant within the organisation 
through cognitive detachment or the ideological marginalisation of Indigenous staff 
and constitutes a failure to understand the world from the perspective of Indigenous 
employees (Essed, 1991). In everyday racism, it is Indigenous advocacy that 
problematises racism that is criticised by non-Indigenous racists, not their non-
Indigenous denial or indifference to racism. As a consequence, Indigenous staff may 
be able to express views on race relations providing they do not also have an 
expectation that other colleagues will share their views and problematise racism or 
that other non-Indigenous colleagues will take responsibility for addressing racism in 
the workplace (Essed, 1991). This is because non-Indigenous people will provide a 
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non-racial explanation for racism and/or de-racialise the significance of the 
Indigenous problematisation. 
The following quote extends this line of reasoning somewhat further: 
The ones that aren’t effective are the ones who take ideological positions and 
that is Indigenous and non-Indigenous, who dig in and say, I won’t see another 
point of view, who cannot see another point of view, just as we non-Indigenous 
people, we try to see the Indigenous point of view, there has to be reciprocity. I 
expect to see Indigenous people promote an Indigenous point of view, but we 
always want to be able to see somebody else’s (non-Indigenous 3). 
The issue with this response is that the respondent assumes that the APS is 
necessarily ideologically neutral. Yet the APS is the bureaucratic or administrative 
arm of the elected government of the day that achieves both political power and 
electoral success on the basis of its stated ideologies. In this example, non-
effectiveness is defined according to the ideology one subscribes and/or promotes 
and this is judged to be undesirable. Or put another way, ineffectiveness is defined 
by the adopting an ideology that is counter to the dominant APS ideology. The 
response suggests that it is the ideological position on Indigenous affairs that causes 
concern when it is seen to clash with the preferred ideological approach of 
government. 
On one hand, the response implies that ideologically, Indigenous affairs are a 
contestable space, with a myriad of philosophies, views, opinions and beliefs 
championed by different interest groups that compete for ascendancy. However, 
what can be discerned from is that racial power is decisive in determining which 
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ideological approach prevails. It implies that non-Indigenous interests are paramount 
and other competing claims are assessed according to their suitability or consistency 
with the dominant ideology. The expression of Indigenous perspectives is to be 
encouraged but without any expectation of being influential. The non-Indigenous 
executives therefore implicitly reserve the right to ‘shop around’ for palatable policy 
advice. 
Bonilla-Silva (2010), in the context of articulating the ideology of colour-blindness, 
saw the meaning of ideologies as “being the service of power” (p. 25). In this 
instance, it can be inferred that the marginalisation of the Indigenous perspective 
through its re-positioning by the respondent as an ideological stance reflects a 
reliance on the abstract liberalism frame to rationalise this selected stance. The 
liberal idea that force should not be used to achieve social policy is enacted by the 
respondent as a means to appear reasonable and moral while opposing any 
consideration of various Indigenous perspectives that suggest alternative approaches 
to resolving race inequality (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). 
Additionally, the positioning of non-Indigenous executives as arbiters in situations of 
ideological conflict as described above suggests an underlying tendency to assume 
superiority of non-Indigenous values to which Indigenous staff must adapt to and 
accept (Essed, 1991). In essence, the standards that determine the criteria for access 
to resources reflect racial dominance so that the specific needs; priorities and 
interests central to the Indigenous perspective are relegated to the margins most 
likely based on an assumption that such issues are only relevant to Indigenous people 
(Essed, 1991). 
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Another way in which the Indigenous perspective is controlled and marginalised is 
reflected in the following quote: 
I think the [community] engagement side is a particular set of skills that not 
everybody has and you need the best people in engagement and understanding 
of the culture they’re engaging in. If you have Indigenous people doing it they 
need to be able to link back and not be seen as being captured and they might 
not be captured but there is a perception issue as well. I actually think it’s about 
personality traits to be honest (non-Indigenous 10). 
According to Essed (1991), in race dominant thinking, blacks are unreliable as a 
source of information about race relations in society. Accordingly, Indigenous 
initiatives that propose how race relations could be improved are most likely to be 
rejected on the basis of Indigenous partiality (Essed, 1991). Yet partiality is 
understandable when the dominated racial group strategises to oppose racism. The 
non-Indigenous objection as reflected through the questioning of Indigenous integrity 
then becomes problematic because the non-Indigenous oppositional stance also 
simultaneously reflects a legitimation of their ideological definitions of reality 
(Essed, 1991). 
The questioning of integrity actually represents accusations of bias that undermine 
Indigenous standards of competency and integrity as professionals. At the same time, 
the respondent positions their Indigenous colleagues at the same level as the 
Indigenous clients so that arguments of partiality prevent and control the professional 
judgements of the Indigenous staff because they are ‘captured’ (Essed, 1991). The 
situation can be seen as being restructured according the abuse of race power, where 
Indigenous staff and clients become non distinctive or lumped together, while the 
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Indigenous public servant/professional is redefined as a member of the opposite party 
in negotiations (Essed, 1991). The respondent then invokes colour-blindness to allay 
any perceptions that their views may be construed in any way as racist by referring to 
a non-racial attribution of personality traits to justify her opinion. 
5.8 CONCLUSION 
As members of the racially dominant group, the respondents were largely oblivious 
to the systemic conferral of privilege and other advantages automatically bestowed to 
them. An unwavering compliance to colour-blind ideologies provided them with the 
mechanisms to de-racialise phenomena that might have otherwise implicated them in 
being complicit in sustaining asymmetrical race relations that perpetuated Indigenous 
disadvantage. 
Race mattered to the extent that it represented an unnecessary and irrelevant signifier 
to defining and understanding difference, particularly when the respondents belonged 
to a non-Indigenous culture and identity that sees itself as unracialised. Through the 
application of Eurocentrism, abstract liberalism and other conceptual frames, non-
Indigenous norms and values are the standards from which race difference can be 
identified, accentuated or minimised according to contextual factors. From this basis, 
judgements as to the relative superiority and inferiority assigned to cultural 
difference are undertaken as the means to understand, rationalise and explain race 
difference as it occurs in the everyday of the workplace. 
Yet it could be argued that race-orientated programs require particular or specific 
knowledge and skill sets in order to be managed and administered effectively, similar 
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to gender orientated programs. In gender focused programs where the issues of 
women are core, the category ‘female’ is quintessential in ensuring the most 
qualified and capable employees are engaged to undertake the range of female-
specific programs and services. Applying the same principle and approach to race-
centred programs, it could be similarly argued that there was a compelling argument 
for ATSIC to emphasise Indigeneity as a requirement in it employment strategies and 
practices. 
Indigeneity is not necessarily regarded as an asset or desired quality because it is 
embodied with deficit, inferiority and lack of capability. As non-Indigenous people 
embody themselves in contra-terms, it is implied that Indigeneity may be a liability 
in a policy area overladen with competing ideologies. The positioning of Indigenous 
employees as inherently biased, compromised, captured, partial and unprofessional 
means that whiteness as humanity and therefore as the superior racial group must 
prevail. This positioning is in opposition to the experiences of Indigenous public 
servants which are analysed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: RACE AS AN EMBODIED EVERYDAY 
INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCE IN THE AUSTRALIAN PUBLIC 
SERVICE 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The Australian Public Service has a recent history of employing Indigenous people 
in senior executive service positions. The first Indigenous senior executive officer 
was Charles Perkins, with his appointment as Secretary of the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs in 1980. Since Perkins’ appointment, a number of Indigenous 
people have attained senior executive service level, rarely through direct recruitment, 
usually by working their way through the ranks. However, the number of Indigenous 
people at senior executive level continues to be small. In this chapter, I analyse how 
Indigenous Australian senior executives experience being racially embodied within 
the APS workplace. 
6.2 EXPLAINING LOW INDIGENOUS EMPLOYMENT IN THE APS 
6.2.1  ATSIC and Indigenous Liability 
Indigenous senior executives were asked similar questions to the non-Indigenous 
executives as discussed in chapter six. In particular they were asked why Indigenous 
employee numbers had decreased. While both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
responses referred to the demise of ATSIC, it is noticeable that the Indigenous 
responses readily identified race in explaining underlying causes. The impact of the 
abolition of ATSIC is acknowledged, but the responses indicate the existence of 
prevailing negative racialised attitudes predating the ATSIC demise. These were 
reinforced or reinvigorated as a consequence. In effect, the respondents suggested 
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that nothing much had changed at the time of interview except the negativity 
appeared to have a stronger corporate mandate. This negativity took a number of 
forms as depicted below: 
I think there were some significant trends, it was trending upwards during the 
period that ATSIC was in full operations and then with the demise of ATSIC 
there was an orchestrated purge within the APS to move Indigenous people out 
and this is across the board, not just the SES, but across the board … what we 
saw at the time was in fact a diminution of Indigenous people at the SES level 
from a time when ATSIC was in full operations (Indigenous 8). 
In this excerpt, the respondent attributes the post-ATSIC decline of Indigenous 
employee numbers to an underlying agenda; a ‘purge’. This purge was thought to 
have been developed and implemented by white bureaucrats to reduce Indigenous 
influence within government. As illustrated in the previous chapter, ATSIC 
employees were considered inferior within the APS. Another respondent stated: 
My understanding of it is that, since the demise of ATSIC, immediately after 
ATSIC, it [Indigenous employee numbers] plummeted dramatically with a lot 
of people leaving the service and, from my own experience, I went to another 
mainstream department, but a lot of people actually left the public sector, 
particularly in remote and regional offices when they became ICCs. They were, 
not many Aboriginal staff were kept on in those positions and they were given 
to people that had come from Canberra and other major capital centres. 
(Indigenous 7) 
The response suggests that the movement of Indigenous employees out the APS 
could be attributed to their perception they were neither valued nor wanted. They 
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believed that they were blamed for the lack of progress in achieving outcomes. This 
blame was extended through sustained attacks on the integrity, morals and 
competency of the ATSIC senior leadership at the time by the Howard government. 
Albeit anecdotal, the respondent’s analysis affirms the explanations provided by the 
non-Indigenous executives concerning the impact of the ATSIC demise. It suggests 
that, even if Indigenous employees had intended to remain employed in the 
Indigenous Coordination Centre(s) (ICC), the suggestion that these employees could 
not retain their employment implies that the ‘purge’ was far-reaching. 
A number of respondents were more critical in their analyses, such as the view 
expressed below: 
I think there’s a real devaluing of Aboriginal bureaucrats. I think at the moment, 
in the Australian Public Service … there’s been a real, I think, sidelining of 
Indigenous leaders within the public service, or getting those people that have 
the same values as the service (Indigenous 6). 
The implications of a deliberate attempt to reduce the number of senior Indigenous 
leaders within the APS are significant. The impacts on this reduction include the 
systematic exclusion of an Indigenous perspective in policy formulation, the absence 
of a leadership cadre, potential mentors and role models and an overall diminution as 
to the value of Indigenous leadership per se. The reference to the organisational 
practice of ‘sidelining’, interpreted as the removal of Indigenous executives from 
high status roles and functions to those less important, gives effect to the perception 
that Indigenous executives were systematically devalued on the basis of their race. 
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Additionally, the ‘sub-text’ within this response is that being Indigenous as a 
racialised subject position is problematic. This is because the dominant non-
Indigenous group is judging the relative worth of the dominated Indigenous group 
according to white standards. This takes the form of an overall devaluing of 
Indigeneity so that Indigenous employees are judged in negative terms as a cultural 
collective. With notions of Indigenous deficit seemingly entrenched in the 
imaginations of non-Indigenous staff, Indigeneity becomes the ‘root’ cause of any 
problems with programs or policies. 
Another respondent stated; 
I’ve got be blunt about it. I think it was a deliberate action by the department 
[bureaucratic arm] of ATSIC to remove people from those positions. There was 
a lazy view in the government at the time they wanted to move on. They wanted 
new voices and new ideas and that meant new people, non-Indigenous 
(Indigenous 3). 
Another reflected: 
There was, almost appeared to be, a deliberate move to remove Aboriginal 
people from key decision-making processes and I think a lot of them were 
alienated. I think a lot were offered packages and moved on … I talk privately 
to senior Aboriginal people and they seem relegated to fairly limited roles and 
there doesn’t seem to be the scope/flair and policy development that was given 
to us in some of those periods (Indigenous 2). 
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Another respondent also confirmed this point: 
I think, over the last eleven years, there was a real blame of the Aboriginal 
bureaucrat for not delivering; you know, ‘it’s our fault’ … so they have real 
focus on ‘these Aboriginal people just aren’t performing’, so they don’t get any 
promotion and you see a lot of mainstream programs now, Indigenous programs 
in the mainstream being managed by non-Indigenous people and the fact that 
most of our people still now, worse now than it ever was before at the bottom 
ends of the APS (Indigenous 6). 
The preference for a white workforce to manage and administrate Indigenous 
programs becomes evident. The devaluation of Indigenous staff is linked to a conflict 
of values between the Indigenous employees and those of both non-Indigenous 
mainstream executives and their departments. The two sets of values differ to the 
point of incompatibility and become irreconcilable. Notions of cultural inclusion, 
flexibility and accommodation of cultural difference to underpin effective social 
relations and effective cross-cultural working relationships within the APS are 
rejected or ignored. Indigenous senior executives are not colour-blind and were 
aware of the dominant non-Indigenous view that regard them as lacking. 
White race privilege allows for white explanations to define negative programmatic 
situations and this occurs without acknowledging the unequal relations of racial 
power. White executives as unracialised present as the ideal type of 
manager/administrator in Indigenous affairs because they embody the preferred 
qualities of effectiveness, efficiency and performance. 
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As non-Indigenous executives do not see themselves as racialised, they fail to 
comprehend that the power to racially define values of inferiority and superiority 
implicates themselves as being racially embodied subjects. Through their power to 
racially define capability, non-Indigenous employees are self-positioned as the ideal 
employee type to deal with the Indigenous human experience. This denial is likely to 
permeate the overall APS Indigenous policy context and underpin other aspects of 
intercultural workforce dynamics. 
6.3 THE RACIAL AMBIGUITY OF THE APS 
Respondents commented on the APS and their perceptions of what it is/was like to 
work in government as Indigenous executives. The APS environment was not 
commonly perceived as embracing cultural inclusivity, cultural expression or 
welcoming of cultural difference. Reference was made to the tensions experienced 
between the whiteness of the APS corporate culture and its attendant expectations, 
and the Indigenous cultural imperatives they attempted to balance. 
I think the government never understood what role Indigenous bureaucrats at 
that level actually took on in those places. It was always walking a fine line 
between the ideals of government, but trying to do the right thing for your own 
people (Indigenous 3). 
The respondent refers to the dual accountabilities that Indigenous employees attempt 
to manage, between those of the employer and the wider Indigenous community. 
This is especially so when they are employed in the public sector, given the heavy 
reliance of Indigenous communities on public sector service provision. These dual 
accountabilities often position Indigenous senior executives in sensitive and difficult 
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situations, with high-level diplomacy and mediation skills fundamental to their 
professional survival. This skill set is neither rewarded or understood by non-
Indigenous executives as shown in the previous chapter. 
At best, the ideals or priorities of the two groups may align although there are likely 
to be differences between government and the community as to how these issues 
ought to be addressed. In this situation, the ability to negotiate or broker amicable 
solutions is critical where Indigenous executives provide leadership in brokering 
these agreements. Where there are major points of departure between government 
and Indigenous communities as to problem definitions, policy priorities and strategic 
responses, this can such circumstances create significant personal and professional 
risks for the Indigenous executive. 
The normative sets of accountabilities that attach to white senior executive 
responsibilities are defined and set out in public sector SES accountability 
frameworks and all executives are expected to comply with these. Indigenous senior 
executives share the professional accountabilities and are similarly expected to fulfil 
these responsibilities in the interests of government. 
There are also expectations and accountabilities culturally defined in relation to 
Indigeneity. In particular, these apply to any Indigenous person(s) working in 
positions of/with authority, where the core business of the employer has a direct 
relationship, impact or responsibility with the Indigenous community. Indigenous 
employees can be held to account by the community when their employer’s 
decisions, actions and attitudes, for example, are perceived by the community as 
undesirable. 
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Indigenous employees have a professional loyalty to their employer and the 
overarching philosophy of the organisation. This includes the organisation’s values, 
work culture, values and priorities. Accountabilities to Indigenous community can be 
just as binding and stringent. Cultural affinity is required at all times and this 
becomes acute when differences exist between the employer and the community. In 
these potentially volatile and unpredictable circumstances, Indigenous employees 
become vulnerable to unforeseen accountability traps and it requires consummate 
skills in diplomacy, tact and mediation to resolve these issues. The risk of exposure 
to these traps is exacerbated by political and philosophical differences between the 
Indigenous employee and the policies and/or philosophies of the mainstream non-
Indigenous employer. This tension is demonstrated in the following account. 
So when you walk into a room at work and a group where you’re [the] only 
Indigenous person, you’re the only person that can advocate in a sense, in a 
competent way on Indigenous issues, and you’re forever pushing back other 
negative views about ‘oh they don’t need this, do it this way mate’ and you’ve 
got to continually argue your point (Indigenous 6). 
As public servants, employees are expected to uphold, advocate and defend the 
policies, programs and services of their employer. Indigenous employees may have 
reservations about the quality and/or strategic intent of a particular program being 
delivered to the community, and may be aware of community dissent in relation to 
the program. However, they are compelled to defend both the employer and the 
program to the community despite their concerns. The esteem and respect that the 
Indigenous employee may enjoy in relation to the community can be jeopardised. 
The employee’s reputation and character may be disparaged and maligned by the 
community as a consequence of this conflict. 
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White employees may be exposed to similar issues involving client dissent 
associated with the racially contextualised role conflict and competing 
accountabilities. However, their white race privilege provides opportunities to either 
re-define such issues as non-racial and they can disengage from the situation. These 
options are predicated on the white belief of not being racialised. As the racial other 
is racialised, intra-cultural conflict becomes the responsibility of the Indigenous 
employee and this is the reality for Indigenous executives. This is a scenario that 
white executives will not imagine or contemplate for themselves when working inter-
culturally. They shield themselves from professional conflicts structured by race and 
culture because their commitment to an ideology of colour-blindness allows them to 
redefine cultural difference as non-racial. 
Indigenous senior executives do not have the power to claim that race does not 
matter. Their cultural identity is regarded as racially inferior, and their Indigeneity 
means they can only speak for their race (Dyer, 1997). Conversely, as stated in 
Chapter 4, non-Indigenous executives, as non-racialised people, can speak for 
anyone “for they do not represent the interests of a race” (Dyer, 1997, pp. 1-2). In 
this way, Indigenous senior executives have little choice but to contend with the 
negative impact of white race privilege that systematically advantages white 
colleagues while disadvantaging themselves under the guise of colour-blindness. 
The notion of dual and competing accountabilities, in both internal and external 
environments of the employing department, also takes a racialised form. As one 
respondent stated: 
I think that there’s, you know, there’s racist assumption about who contributes 
to the policy development and the service delivery and that assumption would 
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be that, if you’re not Indigenous, you can obviously contribute to the policy 
debate and, if you’re Indigenous, you’re too muchly (sic)  involved (Indigenous 
4). 
This respondent further  stated: 
And I don’t think I’ve met one Indigenous public servant where they haven’t 
come up as an issue, and people may not have been told overtly that that’s the 
case, but that’s certainly been the demonstrated track record when Indigenous 
people are excluded from the development of policy (Indigenous 4). 
These reflections provide an illustration of the race consciousness of Indigenous 
employees. Indigenous executives possess a heightened awareness of how their non-
Indigenous colleagues think about issues. This is a necessary survival mechanism for 
Indigenous people who are constantly subjected to the effects of race bias. The 
experience of race bias requires Indigenous Australians to develop sophisticated 
defence strategies. Here, knowledge of the oppressor is fundamental. In knowing 
how the oppressor will act and think, Indigenous executives can anticipate or predict 
actions and outcomes predicated on racism. The dual accountability dilemma of 
Indigenous staff is not acknowledged or acted on by the non-Indigenous leadership. 
This absolves non-Indigenous executives from any responsibility to provide 
Indigenous staff with culturally sensitive support mechanisms. This lack of 
recognition or understanding of Indigenous realities reflects the extent of non-
Indigenous epistemological ignorance and sustains it. 
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6.3.1 White Supremacy 
As illustrated in the previous chapter, Indigenous executives are assigned 
vulnerabilities linked to their cultural identity. This is then attributed as a cause of 
program failure and/or the inability to achieve program outcomes. This takes the 
form of being perceived to be overly partial to the interests of Indigenous clients at 
the expense of professional objectivity. Remedial action by white executives to 
circumvent this possibility is thought to be necessary. This form of racism can have a 
significant effect on the morale and career prospects of Indigenous executives. As a 
consequence of this racial bias, white executives in the APS stand to gain 
automatically as they will be systematically favoured in recruitment processes and 
career progression over incapable Indigenous executives. The presence of everyday 
racism through the passive ways colour and/or culture barriers become erected is also 
indicative of how non-Indigenous executives fail to facilitate the participation of 
blacks in organisations and institutions such as the APS (Essed, 1991). 
Everyday racism occurs in various work place settings. Essed (1991) identified that 
in programs with a policy emphasis on ethnic issues, the tendency was to exercise a 
preference for the employment of non-Indigenous experts in ‘ethnic’ problems. 
Where such programs were managed by non-Indigenous ‘experts’, Essed (1991) 
found that the programs were regarded as being insufficiently tuned to the needs of 
Indigenous and consequently largely unsuccessful. Essed (1991) also found that there 
were grounds to constitute a conflict of interest in such racially structured situations; 
the conflict of interest being created through the non-Indigenous tendency to control 
the definition of the ethnic problem, while simultaneously impeding the inclusion of 
Indigenous staff with executive training. The exclusion of Indigenous staff is 
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rationalised by arguments promoting the notion of an inherent Indigenous 
incompetency. 
This illustrates the consequences of non-Indigenous ‘expert’ domination of 
Indigenous policy at the expense of marginalizing and excluding Indigenous peer 
participation. The small number of Indigenous employees means that they become 
insignificant in the context of white decision-making. 
A real frustration that I have that sometimes decisions are made that are not in 
the best interests of our people, but rather in the interests of politics and some 
senior [white] bureaucrats personal choice and I see more and more of that these 
days because they are not sufficient numbers of senior Aboriginal bureaucrats 
able to get up and say, ‘This is wrong. We have got to do something about it’ 
(Indigenous 2). 
Another respondent made explicit reference to the racially structured division 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous executives in terms of competency and 
capability to work in Indigenous affairs. The respondent refers to recruitment trends 
in senior level employment in Indigenous affairs that appeared to favour non-
Indigenous employees: 
They weren’t Indigenous and I have to say it was almost a prerequisite that they 
had no experience in Indigenous affairs … I’m seeing plenty of evidence in 
Indigenous affairs where [white] people who have been non-successful in other 
areas of the bureaucracy have been successful in gaining entry and getting work 
in Indigenous affairs. In other words, they are not the ‘crème de la crème’; they 
are not the best bureaucrats we’ve ever seen.(Indigenous 1) 
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A number of respondents expressed similar views: 
That exclusion happens on the basis of recruiting to key policy advising 
positions people who aren’t Indigenous. I’m not saying that people who aren’t 
Indigenous don’t have a contribution to make. Anyone [who] understands 
government and public policy and public administration can contribute, you 
know, because you can do the research and contribute to that, but the 
assumption the Aboriginal people are so emotionally involved they can’t 
contribute to that, which is done by the mere fact people are excluded from it so 
[they are] not in those positions demonstrates that (Indigenous 4). 
And finally, from another respondent: 
I think that the attitude in the Australian Public Service has been, well, we only 
need Aboriginal staff to manage Aboriginal projects because they know how to 
talk to their mob better, rather than giving people a much broader choice and 
understanding of the very many different types of careers one can pursue. 
I speak to Aboriginal people at more senior levels these days and my feeling is 
that their inputs are not really valued. They are given different menial jobs, but 
the real policy stuff, the real growth stuff, I think they are being ignored 
(Indigenous 2). 
The Indigenous executives are conscious of white race privilege. They understand 
that their racial embodiment means they will be automatically relegated to an inferior 
status when compared to non-Indigenous colleagues and this treatment is indicative 
of race bias. Flagg (1998) observed that, due to the transparency of whiteness—the 
tendency for whites to not notice whiteness—decision-making in white dominant 
contexts implicitly exerts a pressure on non-whites to conform or assimilate with 
238 
white imperatives. As a consequence, white norms become the basis from which to 
evaluate white expectations of the racial other (Flagg, 1998). Positive evaluations 
will reflect conformity with white standards, while negative evaluations will 
demonstrate a failure to uphold white expectations concerning behaviours and other 
white characteristics (Flagg, 1998). Puzan (2003) observed that the measurement of 
the racial other according to the standards of whiteness occurs regardless of the racial 
other’s capacity or preparedness to be judged, and that inevitably such judgements 
are unfavourable (p. 193). Dyer (1997) similarly observed how race is externalised 
by whites through a systematic application to racially different groups which also 
works to render whiteness unracialised and invisible. As a consequence, whiteness, 
as race positions white people in the ascendancy and the standards, behaviours and 
characteristics of whiteness, becomes normalised. Whiteness becomes synonymous 
with the representation of the universal qualities and standards of humanity, while 
racialised people, such as Indigenous Australians, are something different altogether. 
According to Dyer (1997), the power of whiteness is derived from its logic that 
“other people are raced; [white] people are just people” (p. 1). 
Race domination also occurs through a systematic positioning of mainstream policy 
and programmatic work as superior to Indigenous specific or focused work. 
Mainstream in this context implies a specific focus on the policy and programmatic 
imperatives of the broader non-Indigenous population. As one respondent noted; 
[White] people think Aboriginal people only want to go and work with 
Aboriginal people, [that] they should be working in other parts of the 
department. Well, there’s other white fellas that can do white fella business, a 
lot of black fellas can do black fella business and what’s wrong with dedicating 
your life to delivering services to your own people? And that should be 
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celebrated because it’s harder doing that than sitting out because those programs 
are much more in the public eye, much more politically sensitive than, say, the 
mainstream work of a department (Indigenous 6). 
The respondent makes an important point. When Indigenous executives make a 
career choice to dedicate their work to overcoming the socio-economic disadvantage 
of their communities, this is seen by their white peers as limiting and not conducive 
to career advancement or progression. Yet the same critique is seemingly never 
levelled at non-Indigenous executives who make similar decisions to work only in 
mainstream programs focused on non-white imperatives. White executives will most 
likely work predominantly with white people in the interests of white people. As 
white bureaucrats do not regard themselves as having a racial identity, their sole 
commitment to working in mainstream is understood as working on the interests of 
all Australians. Yet the same dynamic is conveniently by white people to justify their 
participation and domination of the Indigenous workforce. As the work performed by 
Indigenous executives is systematically marginalised, it may explain why non-
Indigenous experts on policy and program management are provided with 
preferential treatment in the appointment of jobs (Essed, 1991). Non-Indigenous 
professional competency remains the preserve of non-Indigenous executives. The 
same  respondent noted: 
You have to be professionally competent, to be able to read and write and 
analyse and be a critical thinker and I think there’s a view that a lot of 
Aboriginal people can be culturally competent, but can’t be professionally 
competent, and so they’ve always got to have the white fella boss in a sense, 
because people think, ‘oh, you can easily learn the Aboriginal stuff, but you 
cannot necessarily write a good cabinet submission’. I think it’s probably easier 
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to learn to write a cabinet submission than to learn about Indigenous culture 
(Indigenous 6). 
Attention is drawn to how the APS, as a non-Indigenous, racialised bureaucratic 
structure, sustains and promotes itself. The values and weightings applied to racially 
differentiate and assign value to specific capabilities reflect a racialised division of 
labour. In this instance, knowledge sets deemed necessary for the effective carriage 
of complex tasks and activities reflect racial bias. 
Indigeneity and its cultural forms of expression, as a requisite knowledge, are 
inferior to the white organisation’s racially-defined preference for specific 
bureaucratic expertise. While cabinet submissions require high-level skill and 
knowledge sets, particularly in the analytical and communication domains, and are 
considered fundamental if government decision-making is reliant on the provision of 
reliable and accurate information. A similar argument could be applied in relation to 
Indigeneity. The level of need across a spectrum of socio-economic indicators 
positions Indigenous affairs as a high order priority for government. 
Indigenous affairs then represents a high priority policy imperative for government 
while the preparation of cabinet submissions is constitutive of a high order 
technology administered by senior executives. The respondent makes this distinction 
in their reference to how each, Indigeneity and cabinet submissions, have been 
distinguished according to complexity, capability and overall necessity. More 
specifically, the relative value assigned by the institution to demonstrated prior 
knowledge of the policy domain infers that one does not need to know about 
Indigenous affairs even where Indigenous policy is core business. This is juxtaposed 
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against the demonstration of mastery in the effective performance of complex 
administrative tasks, such as the preparation of a cabinet submission. 
6.3.2 Indigeneity and Cultural Competency 
Indigenous employees are more likely to attribute a higher value to knowledge of 
Indigenous affairs and culture than to the ability to prepare cabinet submissions. The 
respondent suggests that cabinet submission writing is easier to attain than achieving 
cultural proficiency. As another respondent stated: 
That all government programs should be inclusive and be responsive to 
Indigenous needs and that’s fair enough, but that means you have to educate a 
workforce that actually understands the needs of the community, of Indigenous 
people whether they be remote, rural, urban or whatever, understand the 
diversity of Indigenous groups, and for mainstreaming to work you’ve actually 
got to have a culturally competent workforce and I don’t think … we’re far 
from it.(Indigenous 6) 
This observation invokes the question: Why is there a perception that the APS 
workforce is not culturally competent? In the opinion of the same  respondent, the 
APS does not have a culturally competent workforce because: 
I think that’s where the problem lies in the Australian Public Service today, that 
there’s a whole range of people that think by just talking or working or sitting 
next to an Aboriginal employee meets the cultural competency, ‘I know a few 
Aboriginal people and this is what they’ve told me’. There’s no deep 
understanding of what we feel as Aboriginal people from our identity, our place 
in the community, our connection to country, why family is so important, why 
going home to country is so important (Indigenous 6). 
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What is implied from this passage is that white bureaucrats think and believe they 
know Indigenous people because of social or physical proximity. White bureaucrats 
lack the awareness that the process of race cognisance is complex and dependent on 
a commitment to learning. This respondent reinforces the importance of the latter: 
It’s about how you listen and how you communicate with people and I think 
what I found was a real challenge that white people just weren’t good listeners 
about what they needed to listen to and listen out for, about what Aboriginal 
people were telling them about programs that we were delivering Indigenous 
10). 
Indigenous staff believed that white people did not ‘hear’ Indigenous advice when it 
is provided. This racial ‘deafness’ is also symptomatic of the epistemological 
ignorance discussed earlier, and structures the social relations between the two 
groups. As one respondent states: 
I’d want white fellows to understand Aboriginal people and Aboriginal people 
to understand white fellows, when we really spend our whole lives learning 
about white people, we know everything about white fellow’s systems. They 
need to raise their hand. We know what that’s going to be about, raise an 
eyebrow, whereas they know nothing about us. They know nothing about our 
languages. They know nothing about our kinship systems. They don’t know 
about our connections. They don’t know anything about us really (Indigenous 
4). 
A number of Indigenous respondents discussed their experiences as Indigenous 
Australians working from subject positions that were racially defined and embodied. 
In doing so, and by virtue of their status of the racial other, they also display the 
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hallmarks of Du Bois’ (in Essed, 1991) notion of “double consciousness”; the idea 
that “blacks are familiar with dominant group interpretations of reality, and therefore, 
have knowledge of racist ideas and interpretations of reality” (in Essed, 1991, p. 1). 
White people do not have the imperative to know Indigenous people, but Indigenous 
people have to know non-Indigenous people because Indigenous people are 
compelled to live within a non-Indigenous world and its systems. Due to the 
privilege bestowed from racial dominance, non-Indigenous people can exercise 
epistemological ignorance. They have the choice to know or not know about 
Indigenous realities. 
While the ideologies of colour-blindness, silent racism and everyday racism are 
largely undetected and unknown to most white people (Trepagnier, 2006; Bonilla-
Silva, 2020; Essed, 1991; Applebaum, 2010), the responses of the Indigenous 
executives imply that routine everyday acts of racism are readily identifiable 
amongst most Indigenous APS employees. There are a number of factors that 
characterise the nature of this experience from an Indigenous perspective. 
6.3.3  Understanding Racial Subjection 
Firstly, everyday racism produces active tolerance performed by white staff in their 
interactions with those deemed culturally different and culturally inferior. Indigenous 
executives also exercise active tolerance of whiteness in response to the systemic 
racism that they experience, and anticipate in their everyday working lives. This 
active tolerance takes the form of double consciousness, which requires that 
Indigenous executives must continually learn and understand everything about their 
white colleagues. The active pursuit of knowledge about their non-Indigenous 
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colleagues encompasses a detailed understanding of beliefs, ideas, values, attitudes, 
personality type and other idiosyncrasies that define the non-Indigenous person. 
These traits manifest in the everyday situation through a predisposition to ignorance 
of Indigenous worldviews, a resistance to Indigenous defined priorities and ways of 
working, and/or paternalistic, patronising and condescending behaviours. These traits 
also provide critical intelligence to Indigenous executives about how their own 
behaviour must be performed in the presence of white colleagues without 
endangering their own cultural integrity and identities. It lessens the potential of 
exposing themselves to the risk of racialised denigration. By appearing to be tolerant 
of racist behaviour, Indigenous executives create a space from which they can 
manoeuvre and re-strategise when actual and/or potential situations require, for 
example, a reappraisal of a predetermined course of action. In this sense, the exercise 
of an active tolerance by Indigenous executives also becomes a tactical necessity, if 
they are to ensure their survival in a non-Indigenous dominated system. 
Secondly, the views of the Indigenous respondents suggest that resistance to acts of 
everyday racism is fraught with personal risk to their professional standing. 
Resistance is largely confined to the exercise of a strategic tolerance. This is not to 
suggest that other forms of proactive resistance are rejected due to a lack of courage 
or moral fortitude. Instead, it is a tactical move to manage uncertainty in the context 
of unequal race relations. Indigenous executive accounts failed to identify any 
formalised mechanisms or processes that provide targeted opportunities within the 
APS to raise concerns of racist treatment. Accordingly, alternative non-racialised 
explanations are likely to be sought and given precedence while attributions to race 
relations are dismissed. Indigenous executives, therefore, have limited opportunities 
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to report such matters and this has the effect of ensuring that racist incidents remain 
invisible to the organisation. As a consequence, Indigenous executives do not have 
access to a culturally safe place within the APS, where they will not be subject to 
racist behaviours. 
Thirdly, because institutional racism often occurs in subtle and indirect forms, it is 
likely to be performed by well-meaning and well intentioned non-Indigenous 
colleagues, Indigenous executives are likely to experience difficulty in confronting or 
challenging these forms of racist behaviour. As such acts are embedded in the 
everyday routines of the institution, they present in ways that are not obvious but as 
ambiguous and largely indiscernible. Many Indigenous people have experienced 
various forms of racism as a feature of their daily lives so they are likely to possess a 
heightened and sophisticated awareness of the various guises of racism that can 
occur. 
6.3.4  The APS as a Racialised Institution 
The Indigenous respondents make it clear that the APS is not racially neutral. Race is 
fully embedded in its institutional structures and processes and cannot be fully 
understood through the colour-blind omission of race. In the APS, the dominant race 
relations that systematically privilege white employees produce marginalised subject 
positions for Indigenous employees. Working from the margins can be alienating and 
isolating for Indigenous senior executives. Of greater concern is the internal policy 
formulation process, wherein inexperienced white staff contribute to Indigenous 
policy-making. 
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This is noted by this respondent: 
I go to some high level meetings and we’re talking about Indigenous issues and 
the only Indigenous person in the room is me, and I said, ‘why are these other 
40 [white] people in the room?’ They’re all university graduates, been to a 
couple of communities and now they’re making decisions on policies or giving 
policies to the ministers so they can make decisions, and the difficulty that I 
have is that these people come and go. Every year that I go to the same meeting 
and each year there’s different people there, so that’s the difficulty that I have 
(Indigenous 9). 
It is inexperienced, tertiary qualified non-Indigenous staff making these decisions. 
This implies that APS recruitment processes favour a selection process based on 
familiarity and sameness, so that, in this example, the continuous selection of 
inexperienced, tertiary qualified white staff indicates a racial bias within Indigenous 
APS contexts that reproduces the racial division of labour. Essed (1991) claims that 
everyday situations as described above can “become racist for blacks because their 
presence in [such] situations is considered to be of no consequence at all” 
(pp. 197-198). It can be implied that “indifference to the progress of blacks and their 
intellectual contributions is endemic to most systems” (p. 197). 
In the following quote, attention is drawn to the relative invisibility of the Indigenous 
employee and how their contributions to the organisation are perceived to be of little 
value by white colleagues. The respondent speaks to how different types of work are 
assigned or ranked hierarchically according to racialised conceptions of work 
complexity and capability: 
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Aboriginal people put in extraordinary efforts and that that contribution where 
they’re able to deliver [to] communities in service delivery areas or they’re able 
to input their policy advice into the mainstream and their understanding, and 
where that doesn’t get acknowledged or recognised because they’re doing from 
behind the scenes. They’re not the upfront public servants negotiating on this 
stuff, and yet most of those people upfront would do it on the back of the advice 
they’re getting from Indigenous people, whether its formal or informal advice 
they’re getting (Indigenous 4). 
This implies that white staff are dependent on the knowledge of Indigenous public 
servants to inform Indigenous public policy, but Indigenous contributions are not 
acknowledged. Career progression and evaluation of performance are two key sites 
where non-recognition of Indigenous contributions impacts most for Indigenous 
employees. The type of work performed by Indigenous employees is prioritised 
differently according to race. Indigenous staff place a higher premium on community 
engagement programs and activities than white colleagues. This work optimises the 
prospects for achieving a successful outcome for both the community and the 
department. Ensuring the substantive participation of Indigenous executives in policy 
development that inform community engagement priorities and programs increases 
the likelihood of achieving positive outcomes. 
It remains that non-Indigenous executives regard policy work as their exclusive 
domain because it requires higher forms of understanding and managing complexity. 
It is also a site where racialised control over programs is developed and situated. The 
exclusion of Indigenous contributions ensures that non-Indigenous knowledge 
remains the decisive factor in determining policy outcomes for Indigenous people. 
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Retaining control over policy ensures the racial hierarchy is kept intact and the racial 
division of labour is reproduced. The ideological rationale for the racialised 
differentiation of labour becomes apparent. Through the strong tendency amongst 
whites to assume superiority of Euro-American values”, Essed (1991) found that the 
prevailing white view was that “blacks must accept [that] the norms and values of the 
Euro-American tradition are superior and that adaption [to them] is the only way to 
progress” (p. 189). 
As one respondent succinctly states: 
I think they’re [the APS] basically assimilationist really. Well, if they 
[Indigenous people] want a job with us, they’re got to [do]everything our way 
and sure, everybody need guidelines and everybody needs rules and nobody 
should be unaccountable. The decision-making should be transparent and we 
know all of those things, but everything is done the white way because that’s 
the right way and that’s not always the way to engage with people, 
communities, regardless of whether they’re Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander or from some other country (Indigenous 5). 
Essed (1991) argues that there is only a “thin line between the use of dominant 
norms, rejection of ethnic behaviour and the coercion to adapt” (p. 196). Due to 
asymmetrical racialised power relations, Indigenous people obtain employment 
under conditions formulated by the dominant group. This requires Indigenous 
employees not to take anything for granted because they are not included in the 
normal fabric of institutional life (Essed, 1991). 
The respondent makes it clear that they do not see the issue as Indigenous 
incapability, but racialised bias that systematically privileges non-Indigenous ways 
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of working. The preferred ways of working are rigid and inflexible, so there is 
opposition to alternative styles that Indigenous people may prefer (Essed, 1991). 
This suggests that the manner in which styles and ways of working are promoted, 
and inculcated, are facilitated by an imperative to embed a racial division of labour, 
rather than to employ a strategic approach that sought to adapt and apply a range of 
working styles, which respond effectively to particular problematics and population 
groups. While population groups and policy issues present as differentiated and 
unique, the organisational response assumes an inherent racial universality, and 
structures its responses accordingly (Nkomo, 1992). 
Because, from a personal experience, it doesn’t matter how good you are [as an 
Aboriginal person], if [white] people don’t understand and aren’t willing to take 
a chance. They’ll take chance with a non-Aboriginal person. You’ve got to be 
able to perform in addition to everything else, so that becomes a real restriction 
for advancement and we see that across the board and there’s a lot of non-
Indigenous duds out there, but, at the moment, if you’ve got an Indigenous 
person who’s a dud, the world knows about it (Indigenous 8). 
The respondent refers to their experience of double standards. In this case, the 
differentiated application of merit and other standards of performance assessment are 
marked by race and deliver negative outcomes for Indigenous employees. The 
ideology of racism structures both the thought and action of white executives. The 
descriptor ‘executive’ infers that it is white employees with managerial authority 
who are ‘not taking a chance’. It can be inferred that racism is manifested through 
decisions to hire Indigenous employees and the standards upon which Indigenous 
employee performance is assessed. These standards accord with the application of a 
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racially-assigned deficit model that automatically attributes Indigeneity with 
incapability on the basis of cultural heritage and identity. This also supports the 
maintenance of a racial division of labour. 
In the observation of this respondent, non-Indigenous staff automatically position 
Indigenous employees as high-risk irrespective of their skills/knowledge mix and 
suitability for the position. The racist tendency of non-Indigenous staff to dismiss or 
devalue the capabilities of Indigenous people has implications for Indigenous staff in 
competitive selection processes. Epistemological ignorance and the attribution of 
Indigenous deficit may also explain why white people rarely understand the actual 
and potential contribution of Indigenous employees, and are consequently not 
‘willing to take a chance’ with them. 
This judgment is formulated by white executives according to colour-blind 
competencies framed as selection criteria for an ideal employee for the position. It is 
argued that the notion of the ‘ideal’ person is racially constructed because these 
positions are framed according to white preferences. These preferences are 
determined by the assumption of the ideal employee being the non-Indigenous male 
prototype possessing the attendant masculine qualities and traits regarded as 
necessary for success (Acker, 1990). In race terms, this is likely to explain why 
employment decisions nearly always mean non-Indigenous executives will ‘take a 
chance with a non-Aboriginal person’. 
Performance appraisal is structured to reinforce the racial division of labour. The 
appraisal process is seen to favour white employees, so that ‘white duds’ are 
observed to be left intact in their positions, while Indigenous employees are required 
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to manage a white expectation of exceptional performance. This inevitably positions 
Indigenous employees differently to their white colleagues. As such, Indigenous 
employees ‘have got to perform in addition to everything else’. In order to satisfy 
performance measures biased towards non-Indigenous ways of working, Indigenous 
employees must not only relinquish their preferred ways of working, but they must 
also be seen to accomplish roles and tasks at a higher standard than non-Indigenous 
colleagues. 
This was also raised with another respondent: 
Most Aboriginal people that you talk to will always say that they have to work 
twice as hard to prove that they are even equal to a non-Aboriginal person 
(Indigenous 9). 
The unequal distribution of power that defines race relations in Australia is also 
manifested in organisations such as the APS. White employees regarded as ‘duds’ 
are observed by Indigenous staff to be tolerated, to remain in the system 
unchallenged and unaccountable. Indigenous ‘duds’ are rendered visible and 
prominent because they are marked by race. 
Performance measures for employees are racially structured according to a racial 
division of labour. This becomes evident when the ‘world know about it’ and when 
an Indigenous employee is assessed as substandard while non-Indigenous employees 
with a record of poor performance are unremarkable. The poor performance of white 
staff is offset against a racialised set of expectations that underpin performance 
appraisal. There is an inference that at the individual level, white employee 
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performance is always rated higher when compared with Indigenous counterparts 
because of the presumption of cultural inferiority. 
The parallel notion is that in working in specific Indigenous programs, white 
employees will perform at a higher level than Indigenous colleagues because they are 
not racially inferior. As one respondent noted: 
I believe that Indigenous people have a bigger role to play in government and 
they haven’t been given the responsibility because of there’s a stigma there, you 
know, a stigma because you’re black that you’re not going to perform as well 
(Indigenous 2). 
Racism also manifests in how activities such as policy planning occur. This is 
expressed in the following quote: 
I just think in my experiences over the years at senior levels and senior 
executive levels in the Australian Public Service … that what I would notice 
about all that is that [white] people, it’s almost like intelligent people come to 
the door of Indigenous affairs, leave their brains at the door and come in and act 
off their feelings, so for me what’s happened is that there’s not been the 
evidence base for much of the work that’s happened to be responsive around 
dealing with Indigenous people in the public service … I think there’s a racist 
assumption about who contributes to the policy development and the service 
delivery (Indigenous 4). 
In this example, the respondent refers to their experience of dealing with racism in 
seemingly neutral Indigenous policy discussions with white executive peers. Here, 
‘intelligent’ white people come to work in Indigenous affairs, but deal with 
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Indigenous policy issues from an emotive base or, alternatively, interpret evidence 
from an emotional perspective. Where the evidence conflicts with the values, beliefs 
or assumptions of white staff on matters of race and Indigeneity, silent racism 
provides the basis for the rejection of any evidence that promotes alternative 
interpretations. Emotions override evidence as the basis of decision-making for white 
staff, while they are able assume a racially superior position as ‘knowers’ of 
Indigeneity. 
It can be inferred that racist views and beliefs are expressed through silent racism. 
This implies racist views are included with the consent of the group, but also go 
unchallenged. This is because possibly because the white participants in the 
discussion lack the awareness of their subconscious negative racial imagery and 
assumptions on which they rely. The interpretation of evidence operates through a 
racialised frame and where silent racism is operating, and there will be negative 
connotations for Indigenous people. The respondent’s reference to ‘intelligent’ non-
Indigenous people leaving their ‘brains at the door’ and acting ‘off their feelings’ 
suggests that intelligent white people will be aware of racism and will continue to act 
in racist ways. 
The reality for Indigenous senior executives working in a non-Indigenous dominated 
institution requires them to confront numerous challenges must be confronted and 
overcome often with little support from white peers. The denial of a parity of esteem 
between white and Indigenous public servants occurs in subterranean ways. When 
asked about whether or not their credentials were questioned, the respondent stated: 
No, nothing is ever done directly, ever … In some ways I think what we, as 
Indigenous public servants, do, is we’re aware of that stuff, so you manage it, 
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you strategise around it, so where my thinking is not considered of any value, I 
don’t use the usual channels … Where the important work goes, who gets the 
so-called important work and what’s considered important and what’s not 
considered important (Indigenous 3). 
The respondent is aware of the operation of race in the workplace and how it affects 
the process of task allocation and distribution. White executives are the recipients of 
a systemised racialised bureaucratic largesse so that the more important, complex 
prestigious tasks are allocated to them, while the less important, menial tasks are 
reserved for Indigenous executives. Non-Indigenous executives are then privileged 
not only with responsibilities that have superior value within the organisation, but 
also regular opportunities to demonstrate their capabilities and credentials through 
performance against superior responsibilities. As such, they are well placed to 
receive rewards and achieve career advancement through promotion. The Indigenous 
executive conversely is marginalised and disregarded, and not considered capable of 
higher order tasks. The respondent’s strategy in this case for managing this situation 
is individualised. They imply a lack of recourse to organisational support which 
alienates them from the organisation, reducing their issues to the level of the 
individual. This has the effect of ensuring such issues remain unacknowledged as a 
systemic issue of the APS. 
Another form of racism in the APS in described below: 
Well the only thing I would say to the Indigenous people is that we’ve probably 
got to figure out better how to back each other so that we don’t get set up 
against each other … Oh, I think that happens regularly because agencies have 
their own black fellows, you know, and it’s like, who are good black fellows 
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and who are not, whereas every one of our mob are good, and it kind of gets set 
up and its partly the racism plays that I think, that white people will back some 
Aboriginal people and not others and why does that happen … well, I think with 
that part is a part of the racism where white people don’t even know they do it. 
They wouldn’t even have a concept of it (Indigenous 4). 
The respondent identifies a number of issues that demonstrate the operation of 
racism within the organisation. How Indigenous employees ‘get set up against each 
other’ by non-Indigenous staff suggests white racial dominance in the organisation 
and provides the foundation for white people to engineer particular types of relations 
with Indigenous employees in their own self interest. 
These preferential relations are predicated on the self-interest of non-Indigenous 
people. How this self-interest is defined and deployed is contingent on individual 
actors and specific contexts that vary across the organisation. In effect, some 
Indigenous employees are included and others excluded. Indigenous employees from 
either group become diametrically opposed to each other and their relations may 
become adversarial. Essed (1991) noted that, when African American professional 
staff occupied positions of authority and were thus empowered to make judgments 
about the behaviour or performance of their non-Indigenous professional colleagues, 
the common response by non-Indigenous professionals was to neutralise both the 
critique and functional power of Indigenous colleagues through accusations of racial 
bias. In the context of the APS, this strategic manoeuvre could divide Indigenous 
employees if it occurred between different departments. That is, where Indigenous 
executives of one department are critical of white executives in another department. 
Dissenting solo or token Indigenous staff are tolerated within the organisation 
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because they can be controlled within internal power structures, while Indigenous 
employees external to the department may not be subject to the same internal control 
regimes and become positioned as problematic within the APS. 
This creates situations that lead Indigenous employees to oppose each other. The 
paternalistic behaviours or gestures of white staff to Indigenous staff can take the 
form of advice and/or help that has the effect of positioning whites as knowing more 
about interests and preferences of Indigenous people than Indigenous staff 
themselves (Essed, 1991). It implies that Indigenous people are intellectually inferior 
to the extent that they do not know what it is they want, while members of the non-
Indigenous dominant group not only know this better, but present these gestures and 
behaviours as favours to Indigenous staff (Essed, 1991). Facilitated by the power that 
underpins and maintains race dominance, white staff are able to impose this 
benevolence as well meaning and positive, and therefore expect that Indigenous staff 
will respond with gratitude (Essed, 1991). Indigenous staff who respond negatively 
by rejecting these acts of benevolence risk being defined as problematic by white 
staff, and may become ostracized (Essed, 1991). 
While Indigenous people share a cultural heritage and history in this country, they 
are also autonomous beings and express their individuality through personality and 
other forms of self-identity. The situation described by the respondent where 
Indigenous employees are ‘set up’ against each other may signify different 
worldviews, varying standpoints and contrary positions in relation to particular 
matters regardless of whether there is any non-Indigenous involvement. Where there 
may be white employees involved, white and Indigenous people may agree a position 
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on certain issues and form coalitions in order to ensure group unity to achieve shared 
or mutually beneficial outcomes. 
While racial dominance is understood and experienced as controlling and 
disempowering by Indigenous APS employees, it also functions to generate and 
reaffirm their group solidarity as the race dominated thus providing a foundation for 
resistance. This becomes evident in the following quotations where white racial 
dominance is readily identified by a number of respondents as both an inhibitor and 
hindrance to achieving Indigenous policy outcomes. 
As one respondent noted: 
I think that thinking the white way is the right way really limits the 
opportunities that the public service could be much more effective. It just really 
disturbs me at the moment with what I consider to be total white control of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander affairs agenda in the Australian Public 
Service … I think that there far too much advice being taken directly from the 
bureaucracy and not enough discussion with the people directly on the ground 
and there’s a few Aboriginal people that are in there doing their best to 
influence that but they’re not Secretaries of Departments … and so I’m very, 
very concerned about the current sort of direction in this regard within the 
Australian Public Service and I think it’s a really great shame there is so much 
white control (Indigenous 5). 
White racial dominance of the APS is seen as controlling, ineffective and non-
transformative. Systemic white control is apparent in administrative and managerial 
regimes and has epistemological dimensions (Tuana and Sullivan, 2007). The 
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respondent’s observation that the racially inscribed ‘the white way is the right way’ 
principle permeates not only Indigenous affairs, but the APS more generally. 
Whiteness as both ideology and standpoint provides the philosophical and 
intellectual framework to privilege racially specific ways of understanding, 
interpreting and responding to the realities of Indigenous affairs. 
Whiteness continually operates and functions to secure and maintain its own pre-
eminence. It actively marginalises, represses and dismisses the application of 
alternative racial epistemologies, ontologies and axiologies as alternate standpoints. 
Racial difference to the white norm is portrayed as inferior and unsophisticated 
(Frankenberg, 1993; Dyer, 1997; Moreton-Robinson, 2000). The APS, in its 
administration of Indigenous policy, effectively excludes the perspectives of the 
racial other despite programs being Indigenous focused, and that Indigenous 
employees remain active members of their Indigenous communities and cultures. It 
demonstrates how members of the dominant racial group uphold their versions of 
reality as neutral and objective. They are, therefore, incapable of racial empathy; the 
capacity to see and understand the world from another point of view (Essed, 1991). 
This has the effect of limiting the effectiveness of the public sector in Indigenous 
affairs because white dominance limits, restricts and/or denies an Indigenous 
perspective. This is evidenced by the exclusion of Indigenous senior executives from 
this process and the white dominance of Indigenous policy arrangements. This has a 
detrimental effect on the administration of Indigenous affairs. 
If the APS is characterised as an institution that systematically maintains non-
Indigenous racial dominance, its representation of itself as a race neutral employer 
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becomes a site for critical analyses. Respondents were questioned specifically on this 
to gauge their perceptions according to their status as Indigenous employees and as 
senior executives. 
One respondent stated: 
No, absolutely not, absolutely not a race neutral environment. In fact it’s a very 
racist environment. I mean I grew up almost every day of my working career in 
the 20-odd years, nearly 30 years and you know I had 28 years in Canberra … I 
never found the Australian Public Service to be [a] race-free environment. I 
think people tolerate difference, but I don’t think they respect it. I don’t think 
that they value it. I think they’re all … scratch the surface and there’s a racist 
(Indigenous 5). 
The APS is not race neutral but is tolerant of racial difference but this tolerance is 
superficial. The respondent’s account of their experience in the APS implies an 
institutional environment where Indigenous employees were vulnerable to being 
subjected to a broad range of racist behaviours, vis ‘I never found the APS to be a 
race free environment’. The systemic propensity for racism within the APS was 
likely to be both symptomatic and representative of a systemically embedded set of 
asymmetrical race relations predicated on theories of silent and everyday racism. The 
systemic nature of institutional racism as an omnipresent force suggests that 
everyday racism occurs throughout the institution at a variety of sites and locations. 
The respondent’s account of their experience implies the lack of institutional non-
recognition of racism and the absence or non-existence of a formal institutional 
systemic response. 
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As argued in the previous chapter, racism is given effect through societal institutions. 
As one respondent stated: 
In my experiences in the public sector that I realised that institutional racism is 
pretty strong here … it was typical because if you challenge anybody they will 
deny it. There is the old story, mate, the overt racist you can deal with, the 
covert one you can’t because they give you every other bloody excuse rather 
than the real one which is ‘I have racist tendencies’. They are going to have this 
hierarchical western, you know, racially superior view about the world. 
Provided you are a white Anglo-Saxon, you are fine, and anybody else is 
something a little bit less (Indigenous 1). 
The respondent describes their experience of the operations of whiteness in the 
everyday. The respondent’s recounting of their experiences of institutional racism 
sheds light on whiteness and its boundaries as a racial signifier. Whiteness defines 
itself by what it is not, so by implication, where whiteness ascribes itself a superior 
status, then the racialised other becomes the racial inferior. The denial of racism is 
tied to the assumption that most people associate racism with racial hatred rather than 
its everyday routine manifestations and workings through the lens of race (Moreton-
Robinson, 2000). 
Central to the theory of silent racism is the challenge to contemporary paradigms 
framing the definition of racism. Silent racism draws attention to the inadequacy of 
the reductionist ‘racist’/‘not racist’ binary as the primary means of how to define and 
understand the operations of racism. Trepagnier (2006) argues that the binary is 
longer adequate or useful to explain the persistence of contemporary societal racism, 
primarily because racism is more likely to be performed by the increasingly large 
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number of white people who define themselves as ‘not racist’. The presence of silent 
racism within the APS assists in explaining the respondent’s reference to covert 
racism and the link to both the tendency to deny racist claims, vis “if you challenge 
anybody they will deny it” and/or “they give you every bloody excuse under the sun” 
and the “real” explanation that most non-Indigenous people “have racist 
tendencies”. 
In order to better understand the persistence of racism, Trepagnier (2006) believed 
that the focus of current and further analytical work should concentrate on how 
racism is performed by well-meaning and/or well intentioned non-Indigenous people 
who position themselves in the ‘not racist’ category. It was Trepagnier’s (2006) view 
that acts constituting racism were committed by whites located in the ‘not racist’ 
category were mostly unintentional to the extent a negative outcome was never 
sought nor imagined at the time such acts were committed. The project to eliminate 
racism should focus on increasing societal knowledge and understanding on the 
forms and manifestations of silent and everyday racisms that occur in the everyday 
routines of social relations. 
The presence of silent and everyday racism in Indigenous lives was evidenced by 
responses of Indigenous executives to the question of whether or not race matters. As 
one respondent commented: 
Yeah of course it does … I don’t know about how, when and why, but there’s 
always a consideration. You know, when you and I went to school, you know, 
we weren’t invited to certain do’s [parties]. Now that’s because they didn’t, 
most times I believe it’s not because, it’s because of us, it’s because of our race. 
... I think there’s always an underlying tone (Indigenous 9). 
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In this respondent’s account, exclusion on the basis of race is part of the Indigenous 
person’s everyday reality and one that many Indigenous people experience and 
manage on a continuing basis. 
In the following account, the respondent identifies the subtleties of institutional and 
everyday racism: 
They [Indigenous staff] get left out of promotion and they get left out being 
taken to, being asked to go to courses or they’ve been left out … I’m talking 
about training and promotion and acting duties and you keep getting overlooked 
for acting or higher duties, you say, something is wrong here. I think most of 
the Indigenous people pick up the signals pretty quickly. I don’t know how 
you’re going to get over that. Like I said, there’s going to be no end to prejudice 
(Indigenous 9). 
The respondent articulates their experiences of being excluded on the basis of race 
and provides examples of how this exclusion is manifested. The respondent also 
implies that both the knowledge and experience of exclusion according to race is 
shared by Indigenous employees, vis “I think most of the Indigenous people pick up 
the signals pretty quickly”. The repetitive nature of these shared experiences means 
Indigenous executives will exercise a highly defined level of judgment when 
determining whether an utterance or act can be accurately perceived as being racially 
motivated or having racist intent or tendencies. 
The synchronous operations of the colour-blind ideology with institutional racism 
produce a workplace environment where Indigenous executives are continuously 
maligned and disregarded on racial terms. The roles undertaken by them in the 
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course of their everyday work is poorly understood, devalued and marginalised. 
Their collective responses in this chapter imply the operations of racialised 
organisational logic that applies standards of judgment that reflexively equate 
Indigeneity to inferiority. The value of any work performed by Indigenous 
executives is not valued to the same degree as that performed by non-Indigenous 
colleagues. There is a tacit assumption that Indigenous-orientated programs would be 
managed and administered more effectively if the more complex tasks and activities 
were within non-Indigenous control. 
The omnipresence of everyday racism can take the form of routine acts in the 
everyday. As one respondent recounted: 
Every time I got promoted in a hard fought interview and selection process, I 
was always ridiculed by my [white] male colleagues: “oh, you only got the job 
because you’re black” or “you only got the job because you’re a woman”, you 
know, and that was very clear they were jealous and they were resentful of an 
Aboriginal woman getting a good job, but I used to find it more in the way that 
people, the more, sort of, the way they reacted to program proposals and so on 
that you could see it was clearly a racist reaction. And the risk averseness that 
permeates the Australian Public Service taking on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander programs is just unbelievable (Indigenous 5). 
The respondent describes how racism  operates through direct and indirect forms. 
The reactions of the ‘jealous’ and ‘resentful’ white male colleagues to the 
respondent’s promotion success, demonstrates how race and gender is positioned to 
only confer  privileges to white men. Indigenous success is perceived to be 
discriminatory by white colleagues in this situation. The promotion of an Indigenous 
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person through a competitive process where there were also non-Indigenous 
applicants could only occur through non-meritocratic means and is perceived as 
partial. The application of merit has been subverted because the reality of a 
Indigenous person possessing superior credentials to white applicants, is not in the 
non-Indigenous male colleague’s imagination. This is because the cultural deficit 
model is so entrenched. Therefore, the respondent has unfairly exploited the system 
through her Indigeneity at the expense of merit. 
The respondent also related their experience of observing instances of racism being 
expressed through indirect forms. Reference is made to the ways in which non-
Indigenous colleagues ‘reacted to program proposals’. It can be inferred that 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives relating to program proposals do not 
align. Also implied is that the consent of non-Indigenous colleagues for program 
proposals are also required in order for the proposals to take effect. The following 
quotation provides an insight as to the basis of these ‘reactions’. 
So it’s that sort of: ‘Oh well if its Indigenous, we have to be risk averse and we 
have to make sure they’re fully accountable and we can tell them what to do 
when we want them to do it and we can make demands (Indigenous 3).’ 
The respondent’s need to be risk averse illuminates how forms of indirect racisms 
manifest in the everyday and how they are experienced and understood by 
Indigenous senior staff. At one level, the systemic nature of institutionalised racism 
provides the terrain for the ongoing production of racialised beliefs and attitudes. 
Applying Trepagnier’s (2006) notion of direct and indirect forms of institutional 
racism, the respondent’s interpretation of white bureaucratic attitudes imply the 
exercise of the indirect form because there does not appear to be a deliberate attempt 
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or intent to cause harm. While the verbal behaviours of white colleagues are 
paternalistic and controlling, there does not appear to be an intention to cause harm 
(Trepagnier, 2006, pp. 69-70). 
While the intention to cause harm is seemingly negligible, the presence of white-
centrism prevents white colleagues from being confronted with the negative 
experiences of Indigenous employees from acts of racism. The professional and 
responsible behaviour necessary for efficient and effective performance in 
administering programs in the interest of government are contrary to how these 
behaviours and standards are perceived by Indigenous employees and even client 
communities. In this approach, Indigenous programs and Indigenous cultures present 
to white executives as higher risk propositions requiring stringent accountability 
mechanisms when compared to non-Indigenous mainstream programs. 
Indigenous employees and their cultural identities are at once re-positioned within 
the same grouping as the Indigenous client communities so that they also become 
part of the problem to be managed. Not only do these institutionalised conditions 
reflect a dominant group rejection of Indigenous interests, needs or values, but they 
are marginalising and repressive to the extent white norms dominate at the expense 
of Indigenous norms, with expectations of adapting to white norms and value 
orientations (Essed, 1991). 
Implicit within the APS organisational culture and underlying organisational logic is 
the denial of Indigenous cultural background and identity. From the observations of 
the Indigenous respondents, white intolerance of culturally different styles of 
behaviour exists. Essed (1991) refers to this as exclusive definitions of ethnicity; 
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where positive attributions accorded to Indigenous employees when they reflect or 
are consistent with white values, while negative attributions to blacks occur when 
they are regarded as racially different and aligned with cultural inferiority. 
6.4  CONCLUSION 
This chapter analysed the responses provided by the Indigenous senior executive 
service officers who worked or had worked in the Australian Public Service. It 
should be noted that most of those who were currently employed had been in the 
APS for considerable periods of time; considerable equating to approximately five 
years or more of service. For those who had departed the APS, their careers spanned 
in excess of 10 years of service. In the context of the issues discussed in this chapter, 
length of service becomes salient when considering the nature of the experiences 
identified by the respondents with respect to racism. 
Given the systemic and routine nature of racism, as reported by the respondents, their 
experience of racism does not occur as an extraordinary event but is interwoven as 
part of their daily lives in the workplace (Trepagnier, 2006). The routine nature of 
racism also means that it will inevitably occur throughout many locations throughout 
society and this has the effect of minimising the number of safe places Indigenous 
people can access where safe means physical and other spaces where they are 
unlikely to be subjected to or experience racism. If this reality is true for each of the 
respondents, their longevity as employees within the APS is better appreciated. Put 
another way, it could be assumed that they still chose to attend the workplace each 
day over a significant period of time with the knowledge or awareness that their 
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presence and identity would almost certainly place them at risk of exposure to 
experiences or incidents of institutional racism. 
The decision to continue employment while managing the burden of this 
vulnerability attests to the courage and strength of character that defines this group of 
people. This is especially so when the converse is contemplated. If any of 
respondents had made the contrary decision to resign from the APS in response to 
their refusal and/or inability to cope with institutional racism, this would be generally 
understandable certainly by other Indigenous people and race-cognisant non-
Indigenous. The racist tendency would be to interpret Indigenous decisions to leave 
as evidence of cultural inferiority with attendant deficit capabilities. 
In summary, the accounts quoted from the Indigenous executives demonstrate their 
capacity for resilience in maintaining their professional survival in an environment 
shaped and structured by race inequality. In the course of their daily work lives, 
Indigenous executives find their aspirations frustrated; they must be constantly 
vigilant to challenge unfair decisions; and deal with an overwhelming state of self-
defensiveness to protect themselves against instances of subtle and blatant racism 
that can materialise at any time, location or setting (Essed, 1991). 
In short, they must manage their marginalised position which is the consequence of 
everyday exclusion and everyday inequities. Indigenous employees are seen as the 
experts on Indigenous matters but only to the extent such matters are restricted to the 
social relations between the Indigenous executive and the client community. 
Community engagement is racially defined forte of Indigenous executives while 
‘higher order’ responsibilities can only be entrusted to non-Indigenous executives. 
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This suggests the workings of an active tolerance where solo or token Indigenous 
executives become colonised resources for the non-Indigenous bureaucracy; being 
asked to serve on anything and be everything in Indigenous affairs as a symbol of the 
APS’s commitment to Indigenous policy while non-Indigenous executives are able to 
maintain a non-Indigenous perspective and orientation in the absence of any 
substantive motivation to understand the world from an Indigenous perspective. The 
experiences, expertise and knowledge of the APS Indigenous executives provide a 
tangible opportunity for non-Indigenous executives to access alternate critical 
perspectives on race relations so as to inculcate a shared responsibility to reversing 
the unjust impact of unequal race relations. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
The key finding of this dissertation is that race does matter in the APS, as it does in 
any other Australian societal institutions. It was demonstrated that whiteness and 
race are integrally tied in the production of colour-blindness and the denial of 
racisms in the everyday. Race marked the beginnings of the Australian state and its 
administration of social policy, which thereafter has been developed on the basis of 
race privileging those who have a white skin (Moreton-Robinson, 1999). As a racial 
state, Australia’s institutions are controlled and dominated by the interests of, and are 
governed according to, the values, beliefs and assumptions of ascendant white 
Australian culture (Moreton-Robinson, 1999). As a consequence, white Australian 
cultural and political imperatives are given material effect through the state’s 
administration and control of the nation and nearly every aspect of Indigenous lives 
(Omi and Winant, 1994; Goldberg, 2002). Regulation is one of the ways in which a 
white racial hierarchy operates, informing and shaping the everyday and silent 
racisms experienced by Indigenous peoples. The Australian Public Service, as a 
white institution, replicates these experiences through the way in which it mobilises 
race to regulate the work environment as was revealed by the findings of the reviews 
documented in this dissertation, and the analysis of the interviews of Indigenous and 
white senior executive members of the APS. 
As was demonstrated, whiteness is invisible in these racialised processes, except to 
Indigenous employees who are conscious of when it seeks to define, delineate, make 
sense of and position those who are racially different, or racially ‘other’. Whiteness 
is the norm, the average, the Australian way. What we understand as benchmarks or 
standards against which Indigenous people are judged in many facets of our lives is 
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really to be compared to the standards of white Australia. White Australians do not 
see themselves in racial terms, as they are just normal Australians. As the dominant 
culture, white Australia becomes embedded within sets of power relations 
hierarchically ordered and always in the ascendancy. Thus, colour-blind ideologies 
rationalise and sustain cultural superiority and underwrite race relations between 
Indigenous and white Australians. Racial difference is then problematised according 
to colour-blindness. These ideas, beliefs and assumptions structure the intellectual, 
psychological and cognitive abilities of the ‘other’, primarily in negative terms. This 
was illustrated in the interviews with white executives, when they lamented the 
abolition of base positions that would ordinarily have served as an entry point for 
Indigenous employees. 
My analysis of the white senior executive respondent cohort demonstrated how they 
assumed a dominant race position. That is to say, their professional identities as 
senior executives are informed and performed according to their racial identities as 
white Australians. Within the broader institutional framework of the Australian 
Public Service, the white senior executives perceive both themselves and their roles 
according to the dual lens of professionalism and public responsibility. In the former, 
the respondents believed that their professional practice as senior executives 
transcended their racial identities as white Australians. Only one respondent was able 
to explicitly acknowledge their white identity to the extent that they were white, but 
without further elaboration as to what this might mean in relation being 
systematically privileged in a white dominant organisation. Applied to the white 
cohort as a whole, none of the respondents implicated their racial identities in 
explaining differential outcomes between Indigenous and white employees. 
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In contrast, the Indigenous senior executives’ responses demonstrated an acute 
awareness of how the APS systematically privileges white employees. Race mattered 
to the Indigenous cohort because of their experiences of the nature and manner of 
race relations more generally in this country, which impacts on their lives outside of 
designated working hours. As racially-conscious embodied employees, Indigenous 
executives described the constant tension of negotiating racial oppression and bias in 
varying degrees, almost on a daily basis. While Indigenous senior executives 
similarly saw themselves as both professional and accountable as senior public 
servants, they also understood that their professional identities entailed racialised 
subject positions. Not only were they ‘Indigenous’ senior executives, but also they 
were ‘Indigenous leaders’, ‘Indigenous men/women’ and ‘Indigenous’ per se. As the 
racial other, the Indigenous executives were conscious of the white scrutiny that 
surrounded them in the everyday from day-to-day. They had to negotiate the effects 
of silent and everyday racisms as routine work practice. This was unlike the lack of 
race consciousness exhibited by the white executives who perceived themselves as 
being unracialised. They were impervious to how their membership of the racially 
dominant group systematically provided them with opportunities that were not 
available to racial others. The APS, as a white racial hierarchy organisation, puts this 
racial dominance into operation through its systems, corporate cultures, values, 
structures and processes designed to ensure a whole-of-organisation commitment to 
white mainstream imperatives. White executives can, thus, rely on the provision of 
racial advantages and privileges without ever having to be conscious of them, as 
these spoils are invisible by design. 
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As was demonstrated in this study, white senior executives displayed bureaucratic 
detachment and objectivity when attending to Indigenous issues by embodying of the 
‘race neutral’ and ‘colour-blind’ attributes of the consummate civil servant. This 
enabled them to occupy the high moral ground, by assuming that this embodiment 
insulated them from situations where they were expressing a subjective view. For 
example, they deployed passivity in their responses to the issue of dismantling 
ATSIC by offering a qualified, but detached, sympathy for affected Indigenous 
employees. 
For Indigenous employees, the circumstances and events surrounding the removal of 
ATSIC were politicised in racial terms, and they were debilitated by the extent to 
which they had been positioned as being responsible for the ongoing disadvantage of 
their communities. In effect, this treatment reinforced their perception that the 
dismantling of ATSIC was racially motivated. Some respondents recounted the APS 
aftermath, which took the form of silent and everyday racisms as practices of 
derision, stigma and exclusion. None of the Indigenous respondents mentioned any 
instance when they received support from any white colleague(s) at the time. The 
majority of the Indigenous respondents conveyed a sense of loss and feelings of 
alienation and isolation post decision, some of which seems to linger today. 
In essence, post ATSIC times have reinforced the social distance between white and 
Indigenous employees in that any negative effects associated with its abolition were 
not experienced by white employees. This also indicates and affirms the exteriority 
of race to white executives; that issues of race are exterior to themselves, but 
relegated to the bodies of Indigenous employees. In this particular context, race did 
matter in complex invisible and visible ways. Race did not matter for white 
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embodied employees because their privileges were not disrupted by the demise of 
ATSIC. Instead race played out in the form of silent racism by the perceived negative 
attributes ascribed to ATSIC as the embodiment of Indigeneity. These negative 
attributes worked to validate a private sense of personal vindication or agreement 
with the decision. The professional detachment and objectivity that appeared to greet 
the decision to abolish ATSIC is, in fact, silent racism. 
The deployment of silent racism was recognised by Indigenous respondents who 
witnessed its manifestation in the operations of the inward/outward persona of white 
employees in relation to how they hid their personal views, values and attitudes. 
From the various accounts provided by the Indigenous senior executives, such 
instances were manifested primarily in, but not limited to, discussions concerning 
policy development. In these contexts, white reactions and opinions to particular 
options occurred through intense debates and Indigenous executives understood that 
their ideas and proposals would be positioned by white peers as being contentious 
and implausible. This is the everyday experience of how race marks the routine 
operation of meetings and policy formulation. 
These routine meetings became the sites where the covert views of some white 
executives broke cover, to oppose the policy advice proposed by the Indigenous 
executives. Policy development activities encourage robust debate and the expression 
of difference in order to fuel creativity, but it is always conducted within a racialised 
context. The racialised nature of any policy development means that creativity and 
innovation is not necessarily the outcome, but the maintenance of asymmetrical race 
relations, in which white dominance prevails. In policy meetings, this is achieved 
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through dominant white ideas about what and how things should be done for 
Indigenous people to change their disadvantage. 
A further finding of this dissertation is the prevalence of an ideology of colour-
blindness, which ensured that the invisibility of whiteness operating through civil 
service probity and professionalism provided white executives with the capacity to 
dismiss or marginalise the impacts of their race dominance. Their explanation of the 
disparities between Indigenous and white employees never entertained the idea that 
racism existed or impacted to produce such outcomes. Instead, non-racial 
explanations were preferred. This is one of the ways in which silent racism operates 
to deny its existence, because there are no explicit manifestations of race hatred that 
can be readily identified by white executives. Thus, ‘if you cannot see it then it must 
not exist’, so racism is omitted as a causal factor. This is how everyday racism can be 
invisible to white executives, when there is the lack of an obvious marker of racial 
hatred. However, when Indigenous employees draw attention to racism, they are 
perceived as trouble-makers and positioned as the ‘always angry’ other. 
The significance of the difference in the Indigenous and white executives’ 
perspectives is how they frame their understanding of how race matters. The white 
perspective locates race within a paradigm of racial inferiority that relegates 
Indigenous capability to one of deficit. The Indigenous perspective attributes race to 
the exercise of power, noting the untrammelled influence of white racial bias in 
fashioning societal institutions such as the public sector. White racial bias, then, is 
understood and experienced as being impervious to the need for racial inclusivity and 
the APS becomes a place where Indigeneity matters only in prescribed ways. 
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Race also matters for white executives in the reasoning adduced to explain poor 
Indigenous career advancement; innate Indigenous traits or characteristics resist 
progressive career development initiatives. Here, unequal race relations work to 
confine and circumscribe professional competencies, abilities and skills such that the 
unfettered and racially dominant are advantaged. Here, colour-blindness works 
insidiously to ensure that deficit stands as a proxy for race, thereby ensuring that race 
and white privilege remain unmarked. 
By contrast, the responses of the Indigenous senior executives displayed a 
heightened awareness of ways in which they were racially marked in the workplace. 
It had not gone unnoticed, for instance, how highly complex work was consistently 
allocated to white executives. The distribution of this work served to reinforce 
asymmetrical race relations by securing, for white executives, a reputation for 
talented ability. They further noted the dissimilar ways in which individual 
performance was managed, where a greater level of tolerance was shown for non-
performing white employees than for similarly performing Indigenous staff. In both 
instances, colour-blindness is instituted as a logic, whereby racially discriminatory 
treatment simply cannot have taken place because, in the cases of both white and 
Indigenous employees, the approach was dictated by the complexity of the task or 
exigencies of the service. However, it is clear from the examples cited above that 
colour-blindness, nevertheless, is working to ensure that whiteness is synonymous 
with advanced skills, and that poor performance is considered aberrant and indulged 
for longer. By sharp contrast, Indigenous employees are collectively considered, so 
that an easy dismissal of ability and performance follows. 
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The particular suite of skills offered by Indigenous employees cannot be recognised 
by colour-blind logics, because they do not conform to the ways Indigeneity has been 
prescribed. Indigenous senior executives, for instance, have dual accountability to 
both the APS and the community. Working effectively at this confluence was 
accorded a high value by the Indigenous executives, because it was seen as essential 
to achieving sustainable positive outcomes. Active and empowering engagement 
with community justified the complex, but demanding, nature of this work. A 
number of white respondents indicated an ambivalent attitude to community liaison. 
At one level, there was a view that Indigenous staff possessed the cultural repertoire 
of knowledge, skills and experience to effectively communicate with ‘their own 
people’. This was regarded as a valuable asset for the APS in effectively 
implementing a range of Indigenous-specific programs. At another level, however, 
the risk of ‘capture’ of Indigenous staff sympathies by interests within the 
community led a number of white executives to consider alternative liaison 
approaches. It was felt that skills in negotiation and mediation need not necessarily 
be predicated on Indigeneity or race, and that a communicative proficiency that was 
colour-blind would be as efficacious. This meant that white people could be 
deployed in these roles if they were sensitive and who also, by definition, would be 
less prone to ‘capture’. Thus, the notion was advanced that Indigenous staff were 
highly susceptible to the danger of being ‘captured’ by ideologically and culturally-
driven interests within the community. This susceptibility was seen to compromise 
the professional objectivity required for government policy and programmatic gains. 
It is striking how, in this case of community liaison, Indigeneity is at first an 
occupational qualification, but then disqualified. 
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Overall, white executives showed a general tendency to be suspicious of the 
diplomacy and mediation skills displayed by Indigenous staff. This suspicion 
operates through colour-blindness in two ways. Firstly, these skills, when 
demonstrated by Indigenous staff, are ultimately dismissed because they fall outside 
of white ideas about the inherent deficit of Indigenous professional ability. Secondly, 
these skills cannot be unique to Indigenous staff because they are generic skills that 
belong only to white people. Race is tautologically implicated in this process that 
purports to be colour-blind. Thus, race is first avowed and then disavowed, as the 
ideological curtains of colour-blindness are drawn over the APS. 
This is how and why race matters. 
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Appendix A:  Future Policy Directions 
In essence, the routine practice of racism in the everyday becomes apparent but only 
through the experiences of Indigenous senior executives. Indigenous staff are re-
defined and positioned simultaneously by white peers and colleagues as members of 
the Indigenous community and therefore occupy a status within the workplace akin 
to the clients. This facilitates the white perception of ‘capture’. If mediation, 
negotiation, and diplomacy require the capacity to represent and give effect to the 
views of one party to the other and vice versa as a fundamental part of the agreement 
brokering process, this raises additional issues with respect to what constitutes an 
acceptable form and level of advocacy from within the APS. If this advocacy is 
undertaken with commitment, determination and passion, is this necessarily 
equivalent to being ‘captured’? Certainly issues of trust and respect become central 
and use of the term ‘captured’ effectively marginalizes the work of Indigenous staff 
because it is perceived that Indigenous staff as ‘raced people can only speak for their 
race’ (Dyer, 1997:2). More importantly, in the predominantly white workplaces of 
the APS, these issues are never made problematic for white senior executives or 
other white employees when their dealings are mostly with other whites as peers, 
colleagues or clients. 
The APS as a Raced Institution 
Race matters in the Australian Public Service but in different ways, in varying 
contexts, to different groups for different purposes. Primarily race is signifier of 
difference but in ways divisive and abusive to Indigenous employees. The APS is not 
race neutral organisation yet it is promoted as such by itself and others. Strangely, it 
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is highly likely that those who make these claims genuinely believe it to be so. How 
is this possible? 
Racism and Good Intentions 
Part of the answer may lie in the analysis of the white senior executive responses. It 
became clear that while evidence presented at interviews to performing everyday 
racism in varying degrees, the respondents were largely unaware of nor understood 
the notion of race, how race power works and their implicated roles within it. They 
were people who were both well-intentioned and well meaning but were oblivious 
mostly to the asymmetrical power relations that structured much of their everyday 
through dynamics of domination and dominated (Trepagnier 2006, Essed 1991, 
Applebaum 2010). Due to the routine everyday nature of racism, white executives 
could not see the link between their own behaviour and the negative outcomes that 
result. Because everyday racism gives material effect to silent racism – the negative 
thoughts, beliefs, images and assumptions white executives possess in relation to 
those racially othered become explicit in seemingly natural and everyday situations. 
Because of the white imperative to protect their high moral standing (Applebaum 
2010), they are able to deflect any suspicion that alternative explanations applying 
race and whiteness might provide. It is apparent that white employees can actively 
perpetuate and maintain racist practices ‘especially when they believe themselves to 
be morally good (Applebaum, 2010:3). This prevents this group from becoming race 
cognizant and therefore incapable at this time from taking leadership to eliminate 
race abuse. Until this dynamic is addressed, it seems highly likely that the Indigenous 
employment within the Australian Public Service will continue its current downward 
trend. 
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Removing Racial Cataracts! 
It is my recommendation that the following initiatives be explored with the intent to 
reverse or overcome the current Indigenous employment trend in the APS. I have 
applied the analogy of a ‘racial cataract’ to describe how the capacity for sight 
restoration may be restored where there is currently an overwhelming, pervasive 
condition of colour-blindness. 
Race Cognizance 
Firstly, race cognizance must become an accredited professional development 
program within and across the APS. This program should be customized for the APS 
specifically as a public sector bureaucracy but take account of the depth and breadth 
of programs, functions and services across portfolios and other contexts. Accordingly 
the program should provide modules of varying intensity that differentiate the 
relative needs and requirements of participants based on the nature of their official 
duties and responsibilities with Indigenous peoples. Certainly this should be a core 
program within the professional development programs of the SES. More 
importantly, the program ought to be coherent and universal with respect to its 
underlying theoretical philosophy, conceptual framework and principles so that APS 
employees do not receive conflicting or contradictory professional instruction. 
Moreover, it is fundamental that the conceptual framework and philosophy reflect 
the paradigms of contemporary thought that understand racism as an everyday 
routinized ‘silent’ practice that causes harm to racial others but is largely performed 
unconsciously by well-intentioned white people. These everyday practices must be 
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made explicit so they can be better understood, recognized and addressed by both the 
perpetrators and perpetrated. 
Rethinking Public Administration 
Secondly, I believe it is timely to consider the need for a paradigm shift on the 
current model(s) of public administration that underpin the carriage of Indigenous 
programs in the APS. The present model and its structures, processes, underlying 
principles and practices represent a particular response as to how the needs and 
interests of white people can be systematically addressed (albeit not perfectly for 
some groups) but there is little evidence that the outcomes sought by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities can, or will be achieved by it. A model that 
reconsiders the currently marginalized roles and responsibilities of Indigenous people 
in the administration and management of their own affairs must become a priority for 
government and the academy. 
Research and Scholarship 
Thirdly, Indigenous scholarship in fields of employment and organisational theory 
must be promoted and encouraged within government and the academy. There is an 
absence of any Indigenous thought on these matters in the published literature and 
consequently, it is white scholarship for which the sector has become reliant and 
dependent in an evidenced based world. The further interrogation of racism and 
discrimination in employment together with a greater concentration on demand 
driven factors are but two areas requiring Indigenous critique. At a macro-level, 
Indigenous perspectives on contemporary organisational theory should provide the 
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impetus for inter alia, rethinking current models of public administration in relation 
to Indigenous affairs. 
Building Indigenous Executive Leadership Capability 
Finally, I believe that governments must invest in the production of senior executive 
Indigenous leadership. There is not a systemic approach to the development of senior 
executive capability in Indigenous people in Australia that is neither accredited or 
continuous or sustainable. Current approaches such as those provided by the 
Australian Indigenous Leadership Centre in Canberra whilst valuable and necessary, 
are limited to the attainment of vocational level qualifications. A new National 
Centre which provides undergraduate, post graduate and a suite of accredited 
professional development programs to achieve senior executive capabilities in 
Indigenous leaders is required immediately. The APS workforce would be a major 
beneficiary of such a Centre. 
Applied together, I believe these initiatives would provide the foundation for the sea 
change required to achieve transform the Australian Public Service as an Employer 
of choice for Indigenous Australians. It might also become the incubator for the 
development of senior executive leadership capability that is so lacking in this 
country. It is not an ideal that is necessarily difficult to achieve. 
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